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The aim of this study is to describe how particles (meh, hor and lah) in Singapore 
English are interpreted in discourse.  Previous research on particles has focussed 
either on describing the various pragmatic functions without accounting for the 
relation between these different readings, or finding an abstract semantic meaning of a 
given particle, failing to account for its multifunctionality. Using naturally occurring 
data, this study attempts a unitary approach.  Additionally, a respondent study is 
carried out to gather data on how SCE native speakers perceive the use of SCE 
discourse articles. 
 
In attempting to provide an in-depth study of the SCE particles and preserving the 
insights of earlier researchers while avoiding their deficiencies, I used the recently 
developed pragmatic framework of relevance theory. This study describes the 
particles in terms of the kind of information they encode (unified meaning), how the 
different functions follow from the unified meaning and the contexts that the particles 
are unlikely to occur in.  
 
The findings from the study reveal that the multifunctionality of the particles can be 
addressed by postulating a single procedure. The unified meaning of a discourse 
particle therefore accounts for the relatedness of the different readings, while the 
multifunctionality results from the fact that each discourse particle use has to be 
interpreted on a new context.  Additionally, the discourse particles are found to 
encode procedural meaning and do not co-occur with other SCE discourse particles. 
 
 xiii
Meh is a discourse particle which signals that an existing contextual assumption in the 
speaker’s cognitive environment is challenged by one that is recently manifest. 
Speakers use the discourse particle hor to highlight a proposition and elicit a positive 
response from the hearer. The study also shows that a way to distinguish between hor 
from meh is that unlike meh which has speaker-orientation, hor has hearer-orientation. 
A third discourse particle described in the study is lah. Speakers use lah as a signpost 
to the hearer to access a contextual assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment 
and to accommodate it. 
 
The particles are shown to facilitate processing at the inferential stage of utterance 
interpretation. These particles underdetermine the proposition expressed, or in other 
words, the content is context-sensitive and is determined through the meaning of the 
particles and inference. 
 
The study also reveals why it is improbable for the particles to be in certain syntactic 
constructions and explains why this is so. Furthermore, it appears that one way of 
distinguishing between discourse connectives (e.g. but, and) and discourse particles 
(e.g. meh, hor, lah) is that unlike connectives, discourse particles are not reported in 
indirect speech. 
 
This study also shows that the use of the overt discourse particles is one of the ways 
in which speakers attempt to predict and manipulate linguistic responses. The thesis 







Research interest in discourse markers has grown with the increased attention given to 
the pragmatic and contextual aspects of utterance interpretation. Numerous articles on 
discourse markers, both descriptive and theoretical, have been written by researchers 
in the field (e.g. Schourup 1985, Schiffrin 1987, Gupta 1992, Fischer 1998, Jucker and 
Ziv 1998, Blakemore 2000, to name a few); Fraser (1996:167) remarks that the study 
of discourse markers is ‘a growth industry in linguistics’. However, whether there is a 
class of discourse markers (also known by other names such as discourse particles and 
pragmatic markers1) or not, has not been ascertained. The use of ‘discourse markers’ 
and ‘discourse particles’ in this introduction is not intended to reflect a commitment 
to a class of discourse markers or discourse particles. I use the term ‘discourse 
marker’ here, as it is the most popular of a host of competing terms used for this class 
of phenomenon. The term ‘discourse marker’ is also used as it is more often regarded 
as comprising a functional class that draws on items that belong to various syntactic 
classes. ‘Marker’ also underlies the fact that its meaning would be analysed in terms 
of what items ‘mark’ or ‘indicate’ rather than what they describe. If there is such a 
class of discourse markers, typically it includes (a) connectives, for example, but, so 
and after all; (b) topic markers or particles marking information-status such as well 
                                                 
1 Other terms that have been used to cover the same (or partly the same) class include ‘pragmatic 
expressions’, ‘utterance particles’, ‘discourse connectives’, ‘discourse operators’. The variety of terms 
reflects the numerous approaches taken in this field of study. As Jucker and Ziv (1998:1) state, ‘the 
terminological diversity reflects both the wide range of linguistic approaches that have been employed 
for their study, and the multiplicity of functions which these elements are said to fulfil.’ 
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and oh (Schiffrin 1987); (c) response markers (e.g. yeah, okay); (d) modal particles 
such as aber and denn in German (Abraham 1991); (e) evidential particles, giving the 
speaker’s source of knowledge, for example certainly, I think (Infantidou 2000); and 
(f) focus particles, such as also, only, and too (Ameka 1992).  
 
Despite numerous attempts by researchers to specify the function or meaning of 
discourse markers in various languages (e.g. Ostman 1981; Schourup 1985; Schiffrin 
1987; Blakemore 1987, 2000; Aijimer 1988; Bazzabella 1990, Fraser 1990, 1996; 
Maschler 1994, Brinton 1996; Fischer 1998; Lenk 1998; Rouchota 1998; Matsui 
1998, 2002; Andersen 2000; Infantidou 2000; Carston 2002), there has been no 
consensus on what constitutes a discourse marker. Take, for example, the list given by 
Levinson (who did not give it a name), and compare it with those given by Zwicky, 
who made (perhaps) the earliest explicit claim that discourse markers constitute a 
category, and the ones by Schiffrin: 
 
but, therefore, in conclusion, to the contrary, still, however, anyway, 
well, besides, actually, all in all, so, after all       (Levinson 1983:87-88) 
 
well, hey, okay, oh, like, y’know, now, say, why, look, listen, please, 
uh, ouch, gosh, holy cow            (Zwicky 1985) 
 
oh, well, but, and, or, so, because, now, then, I mean, y’know, see, 
look, listen, here, there, why, gosh, boy, this is the point, what I mean 







1.1.1 Definition of discourse particles 
 
As mentioned above, there is no agreement regarding a generally accepted definition 
and unified treatment of discourse markers. Researchers in the field define discourse 
markers in various ways. An early mention of what discourse markers are is by 
Zwicky: 
Within the great collection of things that have been labelled ‘particles’, 
we find at least one grammatically significant class of items, in English 
and in languages generally. These have been variously termed 
‘discourse particles’ and ‘interjections’; here I will call them ‘discourse 
markers’…like the particles discussed…they are independent words 
rather than clitics… 
                  (Zwicky 1985:303) 
 
Zwicky states that discourse markers frequently occur at the beginning of sentences2 
to continue the conversation, and that they are syntactically detached from the rest of 
the sentence in which they occur. They are also accented and prosodically separated 
from their surrounding context by intonation breaks (Zwicky 1985:303-4). According 
to Zwicky, the class of particles is ‘distinguished entirely negatively: particles are the 
words left over when all the others have been assigned to syntactic categories’ 
(Zwicky 1985:292). 
 
Often the definition of discourse markers is linked to coherence or connectivity to 
other discourse units, as shown by the following researchers. An early reference to 
this idea is made by Levinson, who writes that words and phrases in English: 
 
indicate the relationship between an utterance and the prior discourse. 
Examples are but, therefore, … after all, and so on. It is generally 
                                                 
2 This definition will exclude the kind of phenomenon (discourse particles) that we have in Singapore 
Colloquial English. 
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conceded that such words have at least a component of meaning that 
resists truth-conditional treatment … they seem to indicate, often in 
very complex ways, just how the utterance that contains them is a 
response to, or a continuation of, some portion of the prior discourse. 
                        (Levinson 1983:87-88) 
 
Schiffrin looks at discourse markers operationally as ‘sequentially dependent 
elements which bracket units of talk’ (1987:31) and theoretically as ‘members of a 
functional class of verbal (and non-verbal) devices which provide contextual 
coordinates for ongoing talk’ (1987:41,326). Redeker renames them discourse 
operators and defines them as ‘linguistic signals of textual-coherence links’ 
(1991:1139). More specifically her definition of a discourse operator is: 
 
a word or phrase – for instance, a conjunction, adverbial, comment 
clause, interjection – that is uttered with the primary function of 
bringing to the listener’s attention a particular kind of linkage of the 
upcoming utterance with the immediate discourse context. An 
utterance in this definition is an intonationally and structurally 
bounded, usually clausal unit. 
                (Redeker 1991:1168)                            
 
Similarly, Fraser defines discourse markers as expressions which signal the 
relationship of the basic message to the foregoing discourse (1996:186). For Hansen, 
discourse markers are ‘linguistic items of variable scope, and whose primary function 
is connective’ (1998:160). He also claims that discourse markers may link their host 
utterance not only to the linguistic co-text, but also to ‘the context in a wider sense’ 
(1998:1260). This is in accordance with Blakemore’s (1987) proposal that discourse 
markers do not necessarily show a relation between two segments of text but show a 
relation of the propositional content of the utterance to assumptions that may or may 
not have been communicated by a prior utterance. A more general definition is that 
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discourse markers are words, phrases or even clauses that are marginal to the syntax 
of the clause.  
 
However, despite the varied definitions of discourse markers, it appears that the term 
discourse is used to denote that a description of these entities needs to be at a level 
higher than the sentence, that is, at the discourse level. This study adopts the view that 
makes a distinction between grammatical systems and systems that are outside 
grammar, such as utterance interpretation (Sperber and Wilson 1995)3. Thus, 
discourse markers are linguistic constituents4 (morphemes, phrases, clauses) that are 
marginal to the syntax of the sentence as they can be omitted without affecting the 
truth conditions of the sentence (Rouchota 1998:97). They encode various functions 
such as connectivity, turn taking, and stance or propositional attitude5.  
 
However, unlike the researchers in the field, I would like to make a further distinction 
that is relevant6 only for some languages. In some languages such as Mandarin and 
Cantonese, discourse particles are recognised as a specific lexical class (e.g. Chao 
1968, Matthews and Yip 1994). In traditional Chinese grammar, words are divided 
                                                 
3 This does not mean that there are no arbitrary linkages between linguistic form and utterance 
interpretation (Sperber and Wilson 1995:289). In the presuppositional literature (e.g. in Stalnaker 
1977), it is suggested that there are certain linguistic structures whose function is to impose constraints 
in which utterances containing those structures could occur. The relevance theoretic framework 
(especially the work done by Blakemore 1987) suggests that a language may have certain structures 
(such as those mentioned by Stalnaker) whose main function is to guide the interpretation process by 
specifying certain contextual effects (Blakemore 1987, 1988). Apparently this approach could shed 
light on a wide range of phenomena on the borderlines of grammar and pragmatics - for works done 
along these lines, see Kempson 1988; Smith 1983; Blakemore 2000, 2002; Blass 1990; Infantidou 
2001). The range of phenomena includes the discourse particles in SCE, the focus of this study. 
4 This is different from the definitions given by Schiffrin  (Section 1.1.1), where she defines discourse 
markers more broadly in relation to units of talk, rather than a more defined unit such as the sentence, 
speech act, or tone unit (1987:31) and she includes non-verbal devices. One advantage of looking at 
discourse markers as linguistic constituents is that it enables us to explain why it is unacceptable to 
have discourse markers in certain syntactic constructions (see Chapters 4-6). 
5 I will capitalise on Andersen’s view on propositional attitude, that ‘we not only express propositions, 
we also express different attitudes to them. That is, we communicate how our mind entertains those 
propositions that we express’ (2000:3).  
6 ‘Relevant’ is used in the pre-theoretical sense here. 
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into ‘concrete words’, that is, words with referential meaning, and ‘empty words’, 
words without referential meaning. As mentioned in Gupta (forthcoming), included in 
the class of ‘empty words’ are ‘tone-of-voice words’, the discourse particles (Concise 
Chinese English Dictionary 1982:11). These particles are single morphemes and are 
not bonded to any syntactic element. They exist for the purpose of marking discourse 
functions alone. In other words, they convey aspects of the pragmatic function of the 
utterance. Another such language is Singapore Colloquial English, a contact variety of 
English.  
 
The linguistic entities which Brinton and others (e.g. Blakemore) call pragmatic 
markers include items such as actually, and, like, after all, so and nevertheless. As 
this study will show, it may be useful to group linguistic entities such as meh, hor, 
lah, lor, leh and hah in Singapore Colloquial English, ka in Japanese (Itani 1983) and 
da in West Flemish (Haegemann 1993), and call them discourse particles. This 
distinction, as we shall see, is helpful in capturing a characteristic that these items 
share, a characteristic not found in the group of so-called discourse markers such as 
and, after all, but and so (cf. Chapter 3). 
 
The term particles has been extensively used with reference to a morphologically 
rather different set of linguistic expressions including grammaticalized phrases (e.g. 
good grief), formulaic clauses (e.g. I think, you know) as well as monomorphemic 
words (e.g. oh, well) (Andersen 2000:1). This study focuses on the group of particles 
in Singapore Colloquial English which are single morphemes (e.g. meh, hor, and lah). 
This is to differentiate between this group of discourse particles and other discourse 
particles used in Singapore Colloquial English such as okay and I mean. Thus, in this 
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study, I propose the following provisional definition of discourse particles. Discourse 
particles are monomorphemic expressions which encode propositional attitude.  In 
Singapore Colloquial English, discourse particles include lah, meh, hor, leh, lor, ma, 





In this section, for clarity, I will deal briefly with certain terms such as encoded 
meaning, functions or uses and utterance interpretation. A more detailed account will 
follow in Chapter 3 when I describe the salient points of the theoretical model adopted 
for this study.  
 
The group of linguistic entities which is the focus of this study has been described as 
not affecting the truth conditions of the utterance. In other words, the kind of meaning 
encoded by the discourse particles does not affect the truth conditions of the 
proposition expressed by the utterance. But non-truth conditional content is only one 
aspect of pragmatic content. The view taken in this study is that the meaning of 
linguistic entities such as meh, hor and lah have belongs to the domain of pragmatics. 
This is because part of the utterance meaning can only be derived as a result of the 
hearer’s extralinguistic inferential processing of the stimulus containing it. In this 
study, I use the term ‘encoded meaning’ to refer to the kinds of constraints on the 
pragmatic, or extralinguistic inferences that the addressee processing an utterance will 
                                                 
7 The number of discourse particles in Singapore English is still unclear. Gupta (1992) identifies 11 
discourse particles of Singapore Colloquial English, including ge. But Wong (1994:6) disputes Gupta’s 
claim (1992:37) that ge is a distinct particle. 
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draw in his8 effort to comprehend the message communicated. The term ‘encoded 
meaning’ is preferred as it denotes the cognitive information the linguistic entities 
(such as discourse particles) have. This encoded meaning is the underlying meaning 
of the discourse particle and is invariant.  
 
Previous researchers frequently describe the discourse particles in terms of their 
functions or uses9. In this study, the term uses or functions is used to refer to the 
different sorts of meanings that a linguistic entity such as lah will have in different 
contexts or situations. For example, in Come with us lah, lah has an encoded meaning 
(discussed in Chapter 6) but this encoded meaning is realised as different functions 
(e.g. persuasion, impatience, command, request) in different contexts. 
 
The interpretation of an utterance is understanding what a speaker intends to 
communicate by uttering a linguistic expression (typically a sentence) on a given 
occasion (utterance interpretation). Take, for example, the following: 
 
[1] She’s cute. 
 
There are various possible interpretations for utterance [1]. From the hearer’s 
knowledge of English and contextually accessible referents, the speaker may be 
asserting any of the following (the list of possible interpretations is not exhaustive): 
 
a.  Mary is attractive. 
b.  Pauline is attractive. 
                                                 
8 For ease of exposition, the communicator or speaker is referred to as ‘she’ and the addressee or hearer 
as ‘he’.  
9 In this study, I do not make a distinction between functions and uses. 
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c.  Mary is fun to be with. 
d.  Pauline is fun to be with. 
In order to understand [1] fully, the hearer has to decide which of the various possible 
interpretations the speaker intended to convey. 
 
The example shows that we interpret an utterance in a certain context, which we 
construct in order to understand the intended message. The same linguistic entity can 
be interpreted differently in different contexts. How does the addressee recognize the 
interpretation intended by the communicator if such a variety of interpretations are all 
possible? Pragmatics comes in at this point to explain how people cope with such 
indeterminacy. 
 
[2] He treats the children like his own. 
 
The interpretation of [2] varies, depending on the context. [2] can be: 
 
a.  Peter treats his children well. 
b.  John treats his children well. 
c.  Peter is very strict with his children. 
d.  John is very strict with his children. 
e. Peter is lenient with his children. 
f.  John is lenient with his children. 
g. Linda said that Peter treats his children well. 
h. Linda said that John treats his children well. 
i.  Ann answered that Peter is very strict with his children. 
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j.  Ann answered that John is very strict with his children. 
 
The various possible interpretations are very different from each other, that is, each 
alternative interpretation is distinguishable from the others. As such the hearer can 
know for certain which one the speaker must have intended, for example, in a certain 
context, ‘John treats his children well’ might be an intended implication. A pragmatic 
theory should be able to explain how the hearer reached this interpretation. 
 
This study presents an in-depth account of the discourse particles of a contact variety 
of English in Singapore. The discourse particles, the elements (in italics) in the 
following [3], have been the focus of studies (e.g. Platt 1987, Gupta 1992). While 
there is general agreement that discourse particles are worthy of study (Wee 2002, 
Gupta forthcoming), there is no general agreement as to what to call them. They have 
been referred to as particles (Platt, Weber and Ho 1983, Smith 1985, Richards and 
Tay 1977, Bell and Ser 1983), discourse particles (Platt 1987, Pakir 1992), pragmatic 
particles (Loke and Low 1988, Kwan-Terry 1991, Gupta 1992) and Singlish particles 
(Wong 1994, Gupta forthcoming).  
 
As mentioned above, it appears that one of the defining features of discourse particles 
is that they do not affect the truth conditions of the utterances. While the discourse 
particles are syntactically optional and do not encode truth conditional meaning, the 
interpretation of an utterance often depends significantly on them.  For example, 
given the appropriate contexts, the meanings of the following utterances could be 
glossed as follows: 
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[3] [a]  The CD is spoilt lah!       The CD must be spoilt! 
[b]  The CD is spoilt meh?     I’m surprised that the CD is spoilt. 
[c]  The CD is spoilt hor?      I want you to agree with me that the CD is spoilt. 
[d]  The CD is spoilt lor.        I’m resigned to the fact that the CD is spoilt. 
 
Here, I provide preliminary meanings of the particles; the encoded meanings of these 
particles will be discussed later (Chapters 4-6). From the above examples, it seems 
evident that the particles do contribute to the overall interpretation of the utterances in 
which they occur. But, what kinds of contributions are they? How are the speakers 
able to decipher the meanings of these particles?  To ask interesting questions about 
the particles, we first need to look at where they frequently occur, that is, in 
conversations. I would like to suggest that in order to answer these questions, it is best 
to consider a cognitive approach, specifically, a relevance theoretic approach to these 
questions.  
 
In this study, the analysis of the particle-appended expressions depends on a 
psychologically adequate account of the role of the context in utterance interpretation, 
and this is possible given a principled and psychologically grounded distinction 
between linguistic and non-linguistic meaning. The recently developed pragmatic 
framework, relevance theory, by Sperber and Wilson (199510) provides a useful 
approach to make such an account possible. Within the field of relevance theory, 
there has been much interest in how discourse particle phenomena in utterances may 
be articulated (Blakemore 1987, 2000, 2002; Blass 1990; Carston 1993, 1998, 2002, 
Rouchota 1998; Jucker and Smith 1998; Andersen 2000; Matsui 2000; Nicolle 2000; 
                                                 
10 This study uses the second (1995) edition of Sperber and Wilson’s book rather than the first (1986). 
However, the pagination of the 1995 edition is similar to the 1986 edition, except for the postscript. 
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Infantidou 2001; Fox Tree and Schrock 2002). Specifically, these are linguistic 
expressions which facilitate processing at the inferential stage of utterance 
interpretation. My research situates itself alongside this growing interest and 




To provide a background to the study, this section aims to discuss briefly the use of 
discourse particles in Singapore Colloquial English and its role in communication. 
Following the background is a brief note on the sources of data used in the study. The 
rest of the chapter discusses the aims and scope of the current study, and the 
significance of the study. 
 
1.2.1 Singapore English and discourse particles 
 
New Englishes such as Singapore English are newly emerging languages which have 
evolved out of contact with existing varieties of English as well as indigenous or 
background languages (Weinreich 1953). The development of Singapore English is 
influenced by British and American Englishes, as well as indigenous languages such 
as Chinese, Malay, and Tamil. One view is that Singapore English is viewed as a 
speech continuum with variations within it. An alternative view is that it functions 
like a diglossic relationship with Standard English (SSE) as the High variety (Gupta 
1994). Some researchers (e.g. Platt and Weber 1980) described Singapore English as 
a lectal continuum (for discussions on the two approaches, see Gupta 1994, Alsagoff 
and Ho 1998). When users speak of Singapore English, they generally refer to the 
 13
informal or colloquial variety of Singapore English, Singapore Colloquial English11 
(SCE). The contact variety is also popularly known as Singlish. In this study, I use the 
term Singapore Colloquial English, and by that, I am referring to Singapore 
Colloquial English as used by proficient (most probably, native12) speakers of it. One 
of the most distinctive features of SCE is the set of discourse particles e.g. lah, meh, 
hor, leh, lor, ma and what (see Chapter 2 for a more detailed account on SCE). To 
have an idea of the occurrences of some of the discourse particles in SCE, consider 
[4]. 
[4] Context: Two persons A and B are discussing over the telephone buying gifts 
for their close relatives when they go visiting during the Lunar New Year. 
A: Don't really intend to shop leh. 
B: Don't hah. Okay lah.  
     If you intend to I thought maybe we could meet together and 
A: Maybe it's just like buy uhm you know buy gifts for people lor. When you      
     go visitation and all that you know? 
B: Gifts 
A: Bring something 
B: Oh you don't just bring orange ah  
A: Uhm for closer ones. Let's say like his mum, I got to bring something lah 
B: Oh ya.  True lah 
A: We should buy some things 
B: Uhm 
A: But that one I was thinking of doing like end of next week ah  
B: Uhm Okay end of next week. 
A: Okay lah. So we talk again tonight lah 
B: Okay.             (ICE-SIN-S1A-091)13 
 
There is a generous sprinkling of particles such as leh, hah, lah, ah and hor in the 
above extract. If we were to imagine the same conversation taking place, but without 
any of the particles, it would sound hostile or perhaps funny to non-native speakers of 
                                                 
11 Some researchers (e.g. Wee 2002) refer to this variety as Colloquial Singapore English (CSE) and 
others refer to the variety as Singlish (e.g. Wong 1994, 2003) 
12 The term native speaker is problematic in multilingual context (such as that in Singapore). I use the 
definition as that employed by Gupta, who identifies two groups of native speakers: 
1)  Adults who have had their education in English from an early age up to a high level and who 
continue to use English in adulthood in all major domains to the extent that English is their dominant 
language (Tay and Gupta, 1983:179). 
2) Persons who have acquired English in the home from birth, not subsequent to any other language. 
They may however have acquired more than one language at birth (Gupta 1994:14). 
13 I will introduce and provide more details on the ICE-SIN corpus and its referencing in Section 1.3. 
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SCE. What contributions are being made by these particles to the meanings of the 
utterances individually, and the conversation as a whole?  
 
Consider A’s first particle-appended utterance Don’t really intend to shop leh. Here, 
the subject, ‘I’ is dropped14 from the utterance. This is a declarative which contains a 
piece of information (that the speaker does not intend to shop for Chinese New Year), 
and what A may be said to be doing is passing this piece of information to B, the 
hearer.  From the point of view of conceptual content of this utterance, the particle leh 
does not appear to have any contribution: it does not add any conceptual information 
which is not already represented in the rest of the utterance. Similarly, in B’s 
utterances following A, the particles hah (Don’t hah) and lah (Okay lah) do not seem 
to add any content to the respective utterances. This is the same for lor in A’s next 
utterance. What are these particles doing there? Do they have any meaning at all? 
Why do speakers of SCE use them?  
 
If we were to consider the particles as encoding not conceptual information but 
instructions as to how to proceed (procedural meaning in relevance theory, see 
Chapter 3 for more details) with the conceptual information, we may begin to capture 
what the interlocutors are doing with these discourse particles. We can be more 
specific in the questions posed in the last paragraph. For example, how does A’s use 
of lor in Maybe it’s just like buy uhm you know buy gifts for people lor contribute to 
B’s formulation of a response to A’s intention not to shop? How does B want A to 
handle I got to bring something lah? How do the interlocutors recover the meaning of 
the particle-appended utterances? The way interlocutors make manifest to each other 
                                                 
14 The presence of verb groups without subjects, ‘pro-drop’, is a feature of Singapore Colloquial 
English (Chapter 2, this thesis; Foley et al 1998:133). 
 15
their intentions (for example, seeking confirmation or eliciting agreement), how the 
speaker would like the hearer to respond, and what is in the minds of the interlocutors 
– these may provide us clues to the encoded meaning of the particles.  
 
Questions such as the above could be answered by taking a closer and more detailed 
look at the conversation in question, which in turn requires close analyses of many 
more episodes in which the particles are used. Interlocutors use utterances both to 
convey information and to provide advice to the hearer as to how this information is 
to be processed, and they provide each other with feedback as to how the information 
supplied by the other is integrated into their own state of knowledge.  
 
As we shall see (Section 2.4), although work on discourse particles in Singapore 
English has been done and despite a considerable growth of the literature in this area, 
these particles have not been adequately described, especially how they are 
interpreted in discourse. Pakir lamented that the description of discourse particles in 
Singapore English is ‘beset with problems of insufficient data, incomplete analysis, 
and uncertainty regarding the entire range of uses by users’ (1992:151).  Thus, while 
these accounts have contributed some useful findings to the pool of knowledge about 
discourse particles in Singapore English, there are deficiencies. The first problem 
concerns arriving at an understanding of the unity that underlie the range or work that 
some particles can do. Second, with regard to the level of analysis, many of these 
studies give a description of the various discourse particles but without saying why 
they occur in the various contexts. An account of their different interpretations which 
attempts at describing these functions in relation to a particular discourse particle 
lexeme is faced with a dilemma: previous approaches either listed the different 
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functions possible without being able to explain how a particular discourse particle 
gets its different interpretations (e.g. Kwan-Terry 1978, Platt 1987); or they identified 
an invariant component with respect to each discourse particle but then did not relate 
the invariant meaning to its possible functions (e.g. Wong 1994). My research seeks 
to develop a unified account of the functional polysemy of these discourse particles.  
 
None of the analyses uses a cognitive approach in the discussion (except for Wee 
2002 and Wong 200415). The motivation for a cognitive account is based on the 
notion that ‘activities which necessarily involve the use of a language (i.e. a grammar-
governed representation system) are not communicative but cognitive’ (Sperber and 
Wilson 1995:173). In other words, interpreting the coded forms in the language (the 
discourse particles in SCE) involves the processing of information (a cognitive 
activity). A cognitive approach also squares well with ordinary experience: how 
human beings communicate with one another, how human beings get their ideas 
across. For a hearer to be able to understand the ideas that the speaker wants to 
communicate, he or she needs to process the information and this involves the 
cognitive faculty. Furthermore, a cognitive account is able to explain how among the 
various possible interpretations the hearer is able to arrive at a certain interpretation. 
Thus, this study hopes to extend the research by providing an in-depth systematic 
study on the encoded meaning of these discourse particles and as argued above, an 
adequate account of discourse particles in Singapore English requires an account of 
the cognitive processes involved in interpreting them in discourse. In the next section, 
I place the interpretation of discourse particles in the context where they are mostly 
found, that is, in verbal communication. 
                                                 
15 For a brief account of Wee’s paper, refer to Section 2.5.5 of this thesis. For Wong’s paper, refer to 
Section 2.5.3 and Chapter 6 of this thesis. 
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1.2.2 Discourse particles and communication 
 
This study deals with human language and human communication.  The traditional 
view of language is that it is used for conveying information.  However, language 
does more than conveying information. Language ‘is particularly good at social roles, 
at maintaining social ties and influencing others’ (Aitchison 1996:25).  One of the 
elements of language which fulfil the social function and that of influencing others is 
the use of discourse particles.  The present study looks at human communication, in 
general, and the role of discourse particles in communication, in particular.  
 
What does linguistic communication involve? How are utterances understood? 
Is the meaning of an utterance drawn from relations linguistically encoded in the text 
(semantics) or from relevance relations between text and context (pragmatics)?  It has 
been suggested that pragmatics is a complex field. Perhaps pragmatics can be taken as 
an ‘approach to language which takes into account the full complexity of its cognitive, 
social and cultural functioning in the lives of human beings’ (Verschueren 1995:13). 
Wilson (1999:719) states that the goal of pragmatic theory is to explain how the 
hearer bridges the gap between the linguistically encoded logical form and the full 
intended interpretation of the utterance.  And how does the hearer bridge this gap?  
According to Wilson (1999), understanding utterances involves decoding and an 
appeal to a general cognitive process such as inference. This is echoed by Levinson 
(2000) who states that linguistic communication is not explained by a direct form-
meaning mapping but only by taking into account the intentional and inferential and 
indeed the interactional umbrella. How is this related to our study of discourse 
particles? 
As mentioned above (Section 1.1.2), in this study utterance meaning is derived from 
both decoding the linguistic form and inference because part of the utterance meaning 
can only be derived as a result of the hearer’s inferential (extra-linguistic) processing. 
In other words, the meaning of discourse particles includes the encoded meaning and 
pragmatic inferences that the hearer will draw on in her effort to understand the 
intended message. Let us take a look at an example of a discourse particle lah in 
Singapore English and how it can be used. The examples are my own or taken from 
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the Singapore component of the International Corpus of English, ICE-SIN16 (see 
Appendix A for design of the corpus), unless otherwise stated. According to previous 
accounts, for example Kwan-Terry (1978), lah is described as having the following 
functions (not exhaustive).  
 
[5] No use trying to hide our roots lah. [We are Singaporeans]. 
 
In [5], the particle lah is described as a marker of rapport or solidarity. Lah can also 
be used to indicate an element of emphasis, as in [6]. 
 
[6]   A, the taxi driver is telling his passenger that he cannot go a certain way because 
he has missed the turn. 
        A:   No lah.  This way cannot. Miss turn already.  (Emphasis) 
          (The Straits Times 6 April 2001)   
 
Lah can be used with a certain tone to persuade or suggest as in [7]. 
 
[7] Go to Chinatown lah. [Won’t you?]             (ICE-SIN-21A-007) 
  
[8] a. She gave her dog biscuits. 
 
b. She gave her dog lah biscuits. 
 
                                                 
16 The lexical corpus of ICE-SIN was completed at the Department of English Language and Literature, 
the National University of Singapore in April 2000, supported by the NUS-funded project A Study of 
Definite Noun Phrases in Singaporean and British Discourse (RP3982068). 
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Another use of the particle lah is as a focussing device. [8a] is ambiguous. It may be 
construed as the following: 
 
 i.  She gave biscuits to her dog  
 ii. She gave dog biscuits (a type of biscuits) to a girl. 
 
However with the use of the particle after ‘dog’ [8b], the hearer will have no problems 
understanding what the speaker means, that is, she gave biscuits to her dog. 
  
From the above examples, lah seems to have different functions such as establishing 
rapport, indicating emphasis, persuasion and as a focussing device. The list is not 
exhaustive. Why does one particle have many functions? It is possible to simply list 
different uses of the discourse particles.  But this merely dodges the more interesting 
and challenging questions such as: 
 
(1) How are the various uses of a discourse particle like lah related to each other? In 
other words, how are the uses of lah as a marker of emphasis [6] related to its use 
as a tool of persuasion [7], and how are these related to establishing rapport [5]? 
(2) The hearer of [8b] will understand that it is the dog that is given biscuits and not 
the girl being fed with dog biscuits (as may be the case in [8a]). How is this use 
of the particle related to the other uses? 
(3) Extending (2), how are the particle-appended utterances interpreted? That is, how 
does the hearer process the utterances?  
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(4) Is there a general picture emerging from the study of discourse particles which 
would shed some light on the status of the discourse particles as a class of 
linguistic entities? 
 
To attempt to answer the above challenging questions, it is clearly important for us to 
have some idea as to how language is processed by language users and how this 
processing is affected when discourse particles are involved in the utterances. 
Accordingly, the goal of this study is to show that by making use of general cognitive 
processing (the role of inference) guided by a general pragmatic principle it will be 
possible to provide insightful analyses of particle typology phenomena.  
 
1.3 Sources of data 
 
The present study is meant to provide much-needed descriptions of the discourse 
particles in Singapore English.  Analysis of extended naturally occurring texts, and, in 
particular, computer processing of texts has revealed quite unsuspected patterns of 
language.  
 
This investigation aims to meet the challenge of describing the discourse particles in 
Singapore English as they are encountered in real contexts of use in extended 
stretches of discourse.  Thus, taking the revelations of recent research into account, 
the study will make use of the ICE-SIN corpus collected at the Department of English 
Language and Literature, National University of Singapore.  In addition to the 
600,000-word ICE-SIN corpus, I have also quoted from the Grammar of Singapore 
English Corpus (GSEC) compiled by the NUS-funded research project ‘Towards a 
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reference grammar of Singapore English’ (RP 3972045). I have also supplemented the 
data by quoting from other sources, such as local newspapers (e.g. The Straits Times 
and Today17), personal observation, and plays by Singapore writers (e.g. NUS-Shell 
Short Plays Series: Prize winning plays). As ICE-SIN is the main source of the data 
used in this study, I shall provide a brief description of it. 
 
ICE-SIN consists of 200 written texts18 (marked by ‘W’) and 300 spoken texts 
(marked by ‘S’), with each text being approximately 2000 words, giving a total of 
approximately one million words.  Each text consists of a label such as ‘W2B-001’ or 
‘S1A-001’, where W2B indicates the category of the written text  (that is, 
informational: popular) and S1A shows the category of the spoken text (that is, 
dialogue: private). The categories (e.g. 2B) are further divided into sub-categories, 
indicated by numerals 001, 002, etc. Thus, W2B-001 indicates a written text in the 
category, informational: popular – humanities. S1A-001 shows a spoken text in the 
category, dialogue: private – direct conversations (see Appendix A for a schematic 
representation of the texts19). Since discourse particles occur mainly in Singapore 
Colloquial English, the spoken texts will be the main source of data. 
 
Data from the ICE-SIN spoken corpus was mainly gathered from 1991-1993. The 300 
texts in the spoken corpus come under two main headings: dialogues with 180 texts 
and monologues with 120 texts (see Appendix A). The texts were recorded using a 
tape recorder in the various natural settings. For example, conversations were 
                                                 
17 The Straits Times is the main (and the oldest) English language paper in Singapore. It has the largest 
readership. Today is relatively new but it is Singapore’s second largest circulating newspaper. 
18 The term text applies to both written and spoken units of the corpus. 
19 For the design of the corpus, see Nelson (1996: 27-35). 
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recorded in canteens, broadcast news were taken from the television or radio (with 
permission).  
 
ICE-SIN is investigating ‘standard’ or ‘educated’ English. The population represented 
in the corpus will be adults (both males and females) of 18+ who have received 
formal education through the medium of English to the completion of secondary 
school. Groups represented in the corpus would be professionals in the widest sense, 
to include academics, lawyers, politicians, authors, broadcasters, journalists, and 
business professionals such as managers and accountants. Students in higher 
education would be included as aspiring professionals.  
 
In terms of discourse types, under dialogues are everyday and telephone conversations 
(100 texts), class lessons, broadcast discussions and interviews, parliamentary 
debates, legal cross-examinations and business transactions (80 texts). Under 
monologues are 50 scripted and 70 unscripted texts. The scripted texts are taken from 
broadcast news, talks and speeches (not broadcast). The unscripted texts consist of 
spoken commentaries, unscripted speeches, demonstrations and legal presentations. 
 
The ICE-SIN data provides natural use of Singapore English in a pragmatic context. 
Though it does not include tone (or intonation) information, it is still effective to 
employ the corpus as it provides extended naturally occurring texts with 
morphological and syntactic information that is helpful in the current study. 
Greenbaum (1996) states that the data derived from the computer corpora will provide 
the basis for research into syntax, morphology, vocabulary, and discourse. What is not 
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available in the ICE-SIN corpus (e.g. tone information) is provided for by my own 
intuition and the responses from other native speakers of Singapore English.  
 
1.4  Aims and scope of the current study 
 
1.4.1 Basic assumption 
 
An assumption made in this study is that all languages show certain basic 
characteristics20, but these characteristics differ because of different cultural and 
communicative background. Linguistic phenomena in languages are not expected to 
be similar, that is, these phenomena are manifested in diverse ways in each unique 
language. Singapore Colloquial English is a distinctive and stabilised local variety of 
English used in Singapore. It is considered an informal variety of Singapore English 
(Gupta 1991). Singapore Colloquial English, as a language utilised by its users, has a 
system and this system can be described.   
 
1.4.2 The purpose of the study 
 
Based on the above assumption, the rationale for the study is that communication 
motivates distribution. Ways of managing discourse for Singaporeans may be 
different from the ways other users of the language manage discourse. The main 
purpose of the research, then, is to carry out a corpus-based in-depth analysis focussed 
on describing the encoded meanings of the discourse particles in SCE and how they 
are interpreted in discourse.  
                                                 
20 For example, language has a grammar and is used to communicate. 
 24
 
The purpose of this study is conceptualised in terms of the following broad aims: 
 
a) To investigate how discourse particles in SCE are interpreted in discourse. 
Essentially, this would involve looking at how language is typically processed by 
language users.   
 
b) To formulate a unified account of the discourse particles in SCE. This would help 
us arrive at an understanding of the unity that underlies the tremendous range of 
work that some particles can do. The range of functions that the discourse 
particles perform is extremely varied. A unified account, that is, a general 
description of the discourse particles, could help us capture the elusive meaning of 
the particles. 
 
c) Extending c), to come up with the encoded meanings of some of the particles (e.g. 
meh, hor, lah) and show how these meanings can accommodate (previous) 
observations that the particles can be used in various ways. An account of the 
encoded meanings of the discourse particles could help to capture the relationship 
between the different uses of the discourse particles. 
 
d) To further explain the role that discourse particles play in discourse by looking at 
the ill-formed constructions of the discourse particles, that is, unacceptable uses of 
the particles. It is often the case in linguistic studies that we learn more about the 
meanings of linguistic entities such as discourse particles from the fact that they 
cannot occur in a particular context. 
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e) To extend the findings of this study to our understanding of the grammar of the 
language used by Singaporeans. As discourse particles are emblematic of 
Singapore Colloquial English, this would contribute to our understanding of the 
grammar of conversation. 
 
Brinton, in her study on discourse particles, finds that omitting the discourse particles 
does not render the text ungrammatical or unintelligible (1996:267). Though 
syntactically optional, discourse particles are not redundant, as they are semantically 
obligatory (as is the case of discourse particles in SCE). What kind of meaning if any, 
do discourse particles have? This study takes the view that discourse particles guide 
the hearer toward a particular interpretation, that is, they encode procedural meaning, 
and will show that they may not encode conceptual meaning. Together with 
Blakemore and others, I see discourse particles as expressions that are syntactically 
optional, not contributing to the propositional content of the host utterance but 
contributing to the procedural meaning, and constraining the relevance in the 
utterance (cf. Section 3). These will be my sustained concerns in the analysis chapters. 
 
1.4.3 Methodological issues 
 
In the present study, communication is described in terms of intentions and 
inferences. In other words, communication involves what the speaker intends to 
convey and the hearer’s recognition of the speaker’s intentions. Communication thus 
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involves ostensive behaviour21 and inference.  What then, is successful 
communication? As Sperber and Wilson put it, communication is successful not when 
the hearers recognise the linguistic meaning of the utterance, but when they infer the 
speaker’s meaning from it (Sperber and Wilson 1995:23). These issues are an 
essential part of relevance theory, which is the theoretical base of analysis for this 
study. A general outline of relevance theory is given in Chapter 3. 
 
In verbal communication, utterances have a variety of linguistic and non-linguistic 
properties, that is, they contain different layers of information. According to relevance 
theory, the task of the hearer in utterance interpretation is to construct and evaluate 
hypotheses regarding the speaker’s intentions. To recognise the speaker’s intended 
meaning, a hearer can depend on various perceptual stimuli. The stimuli can come 
from the semantic representation, in which case, the process involves decoding the 
linguistic form. The interpretation of the speaker’s intended meaning involves not 
only decoding but also enriching it with information from the context so that 
implicatures can be identified, references can be assigned, and so on. 
 
The current study utilises an empirical approach to pragmatics, as the above 
illustrates. However, its limitations must be considered along with the advantages on 
such an approach, amongst which would be the necessity of some guesswork in 
discerning the implicit and explicit content of utterances. The approach requires the 
identification of the pertinent linguistic forms and the allocation of functions to them. 
A case in point is that the discourse particle lah is said to be conveying friendliness by 
some researchers (Richards and Tay 1977, Kwan-Terry 1978, 1991) while others 
                                                 
21 Ostensive behaviour or simply ostension is ‘behaviour which makes manifest an intention to make 
something manifest’ (Sperber and Wilson 1995:49). For example, showing someone something or 
speaker’s intention. 
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claim that it shows hostility (Bell and Ser 1983). These are aspects of utterance 
interpretation that must be pragmatically inferred and this runs the risk of 
misinterpretation.  However, the researcher has access to the contextual clues, 
knowledge of speakers and the nature of conversation, so this risk can be minimised. 
 
Next, the researcher is largely restricted to the cues given by the linguistic form the 
utterance provides, which would lead to postulating what a speaker had intended to 
communicate. Also, the meanings of utterances, as seen in a corpus, are representative 
of only a small portion of the communicable meanings. However, the researcher has 
access to certain information that will help in the interpretation of utterances. The 
corpus will also contain contextual information about previous and subsequent 
discourse which the researcher can make use of. Furthermore, from the conversation, 
the researcher can infer assumptions on the speaker. 
 
1.5 Significance of the study 
 
The discourse particles provide evidence of the nature of language at a particular 
point in the communication. The present study distinguishes itself from previous 
treatments of discourse particles in Singapore English in several aspects.  Firstly, the 
examples used in this study are drawn from a wide range of authentic sources, 
including the largest systematically designed corpus of contemporary Singapore 
English (ICE-SIN) as opposed to most of the past research, which has relied largely 
on very small bodies of data and texts by small children. In the study of discourse 
particles in SCE, the existing research analysing authentic texts involve texts of less 
than 1000 words, except for Gupta (1992) who had a substantial body of data (18 
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hours of natural data).   Smith (1985) has dealt with a text of about 900 words and 
Richards & Tay (1977) who included in their study a fragment of a telephone 
conversation. With its larger base of textual samples, the present corpus-based study 
reveals some new findings, especially in the interpretation of discourse particles in 
human communication. 
 
Secondly, the present study is carried out using the fairly recently developed 
pragmatic framework, relevance theory, by Sperber and Wilson (1986; 1995), and 
many other relevance theorists, including Carston (1988, 2002) and Blakemore (1987, 
2000, 2002). Studies on discourse particles are usually done within a functional 
framework (cf. Kwan-Terry 1978, Platt 1987, Pakir 1992 and Gupta 1992 with the 
exception of Wong (1994) who attempted a semantic framework based on the 
Wierzbicka Approach (Wierzbicka 1986). A linguistic theory that strives to explain 
pragmatic phenomena needs to take into account, not the linguistic code but the 
context. Relevance theory, with its notion of context, which includes situational 
setting, previous text and subsequent discourse, provides a sufficient framework for 
such a task. However, relevance theory defines context as a cognitive construct, in 
particular, as a set of assumptions that are utilised in the interpretation of utterances 
(see Chapter 3 for more details). The current study will attempt to demonstrate the 
heightened explanatory power of relevance theory over previous approaches.  
 
Thirdly, I will attempt to examine the wide range of functions of these particles in 
terms of a system of efficient communication and provide a unified account of these 
particles.  Previous analyses of the SCE particles suggest that researchers disagree on 
the functions of the particles.  Each particle appears to have a wide range of multiple 
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functions and some functions can be fulfilled by a few particles. These seemingly 
disparate functions can be resolved if the particles are looked at as a system where the 
different particles indicate various ways in which relevance can be achieved.  Most of 
the analyses described the multiple functions and meanings of the each of the particles 
separately. Gupta (1992) is the only work which tries to unify the particles on a single 
scale of assertiveness.   
 
Fourthly, I hope to provide an explicit account of the role that discourse particles play 
in naturally occurring discourse. The study will be dealing with the cognitive 
processes involved in the interpretation of discourse particles, which past researchers 
have either ignored or taken for granted.  In the relevance theoretic framework, 
language comprehension is an activity involving risks.  When the addressee has 
access to the context intended by the communicator and then processes the utterance, 
only then can he or she reach the intended meaning conveyed by the utterance.  Many 
researchers conflate22 the meanings of the particles, thereby neglecting the role of 
processes of pragmatic inference in order to work out the proposition expressed.  I 
will attempt to specify the clues in the context and the kind of knowledge the 





1.6 Structure of the thesis 
                                                 
22 Linguistic entities such as discourse particles provide the stimuli (only) for the hearers who will need 
to employ pragmatic processes such as inference to arrive at the intended interpretation of the 
utterance. In other words, the encoded meanings underdetermine the proposition expressed or what is 
said.               
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The study centres around three main chapters 4, 5 and 6, which contain the detailed 
analyses of the particles investigated. Before these analyses, it is necessary to have an 
overview of discourse particles in SCE and to review previous research carried out on 
them, and the theoretical apparatus this study is based on. Chapter 2, then, consists of 
a short account of Singapore English and the literature review of research done on 
discourse particles in SCE – lah, meh, hor, leh, lor, ma, what and hah. The next 
chapter presents the theoretical framework and details of the main issues dealt with in 
the analysis of the particles. Following the three main chapters (4, 5 and 6) on the 
detailed analyses of three discourse particles, meh, hor and lah, is a discussion of the 
findings and further research. 
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Chapter 2 




This chapter provides an overview of Singapore English in terms of its socio-
historical development and the linguistic features commonly associated with it, and 
presents a review of the previous studies related to this research.  These form the 
background to which the findings of the current study will be compared and 
contrasted. 
 
Firstly, the origins and development will be discussed and this will be followed by a 
brief discussion of the linguistic characteristics, with an emphasis on one of its 
distinctive features – discourse particles.  Secondly, I will present a review of the 
accounts on discourse particles in SCE in order to show the contributions made by the 
scholars in this field and the limitations of the accounts. For the review of previous 
studies, I will first summarise the main trends and how the current study can extend 
the research on discourse particles in SCE. Next, in order to give a comprehensive 
coverage of the range of work that has been carried out on SCE discourse particles, a 
detailed account of past studies done on each particle will be given. 
 
2.2 Singapore English: origins and development 
 
The English language first gained prominence in Singapore through the trade treaty 
made in the early 1800s between Stamford Raffles, Major William Farquhar, the 
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Temenggong23 and the Sultan of Johore.  This treaty led to many English-speaking 
traders coming to Singapore.  British colonialism soon followed and by 1867 
Singapore became a Crown Colony directly ruled from London. 
 
In the nineteenth century very few Singaporean residents spoke English, which was 
mainly used among the European residents.  And right up into the twentieth century, 
the predominant lingua franca was a Malay language known as Bazaar Malay.  Even 
the European residents were expected to have to learn the language in order to 
communicate with natives.  Hence Malay has played a huge role in the formation of 
SCE.  Other than Bazaar Malay, English then was also hugely influenced by a 
southern variety of Chinese, namely Hokkien, because a lot of natives were of 
Hokkien origin.   
 
Almost all of the available facts about the spread of English must be distilled from the 
facts about the development of the educational system that spread English (Platt and 
Weber 1980; Bloom 1986; Lim 1986; Gupta 1994).  One reason for this is that very 
little pidgin English was spoken in the region then as Bazaar Malay was the main 
language. 
 
In the early years, English was considered the door to membership of the elite in 
Singapore because of its being part of the British Colony.  English is the working 
language of both the colonial and independent governments.  As the British 
government became more directly involved in Singapore, an educational policy began 
to develop (Bloom, 1986; Gupta, 1994).  Education in the early years was handled by 
                                                 
23 In the traditional Malay states, the Temenggong is an official who was responsible for maintaining 
law and order and for commanding the police and army (Encyclopædia Britannica online article; 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article, accessed 12 April 2005). 
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private organisations, churches and charitable bodies.  English-medium education 
then was catering to the European and Eurasian boys and girls, and for the children of 
a few natives willing and able to afford it (Gupta 1996).  Malays then were 
encouraged to be educated in Malay-medium schools and Chinese in Chinese-medium 
schools.  In fact, the Malays and Chinese were discouraged from attending English-
medium schools. 
 
In the early years after Second World War, English became ever more prominent as 
the lingua franca of the elite of society mainly because at this time the United States 
of America has become a global power.  Hence there was an increase of English-
medium schools to cater to the numerous Chinese and Malays wanting to attend these 
schools.  This heralded a variety of English that was strongly influenced by the 
background languages of the community.  Indeed, English-medium schools for the 
first time tried to cope with a majority population of non-English speakers.  This was 
the moment that Singapore Colloquial English came into real being.  This is generally 
agreed by many studies on Singapore English and there is no serious doubt about this 
(Platt and Webber 1980; Bloom 1986; Gupta 1994). As mentioned before, this contact 
variety is more popularly known as Singlish 
 
In the 1960s, Singapore mainly had three major ethnic groups, Chinese, Malay and 
Indian, and among them had at least five major languages (Malay, English, Mandarin, 
Tamil and Hokkien) and three dialectal languages (Teochew, Cantonese and 
Hainanese) (Kuo 1976). 
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In 1965, Singapore became an independent nation and the government decided on a 
policy of using four official languages – Mandarin Chinese, Malay and Tamil to 
represent the three major ethnic groups, and English became a working and 
international language.  The government realised the economic importance of English 
being needed to be able to survive internationally.  Multi-national investment and 
technology had to be attracted to Singapore and she needs a workforce that could 
communicate in English. 
 
The 1960s also saw the introduction of the government’s bilingual policy where a 
second official language was taught in school.  Indeed, while there were some 
countries that taught their children in more than one language, there was no other 
country that tried to educate an entire population so that everyone was literate in 
English, and at the same time, has a reasonable knowledge of his mother tongue. This 
was echoed by the then Minister of Education, Tony Tan (Straits Times, 17 March 
1990). 
 
Hence the official policy of bilingualism led to a prominent shift to English for 
education in Singapore.  The years that followed saw an increase in enrolments in 
English-medium schools and falling enrolments in Chinese-, Malay- and Tamil-
medium schools.  This led to English becoming more widely spoken in schools and at 
homes.  However this increase in English speakers does not necessarily mean that 
they were proficient in Standard English: 
 
The whole concept of level of proficiency in English will 
change as the varietal pattern of English in Singapore becomes much 
more like that in the traditional English-speaking world, or in the 
English-speaking world, or in the English-speaking Caribbean where 
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most citizens are fluent in a variety of English which may be very 
different from Standard English. 
  (Gupta 1994:132) 
 
2.3 Features of Singapore English 
 
The multiracial, multicultural and multilingual nature of the Singaporean society has 
contributed to the development of a variety of Singapore English. Indeed, these 
mother tongues and dialects have had a considerable effect on some of the specific 
features of Singapore English, which will be exemplified in this section.  However a 
detailed study of this is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
 
2.3.1 Discourse particles 
 
One of the specific features of SCE is the set of discourse particles that are used 
across ethnic boundaries.  The discourse particles such as lah, ah, hah, meh, lor, hor, 
and leh give SCE its special flavour.  These particles are mostly loans from Cantonese 
and Hokkien, and are widely used in SCE and also in informal varieties of languages 
in Singapore like Malay and Mandarin.  They fulfil many pragmatic functions with 
respect to a number of linguistic and interactional domains. Detailed analyses of three 
of these particles (meh, hor and lah) are given in Chapters 4-6, shedding light on how 
these particles are interpreted in discourse. In this section, I will provide a brief 






2.3.1.1 Frequency  
 
Singapore Colloquial English has about ten particles – lah, ah, what, hah, lor, hor, 
nah, leh, ma, and meh. The frequency of these discourse particles in the spoken 
categories in ICE-SIN (a corpus of about 600,000 words) is shown in Table 2.1. 
 
 SCE particles Frequency 
1 lah         1,742 
2 ah        1,242 
3 hah           256 
4 what            224 
5 lor           114 
6 hor             63 
7 nah             50 
8 leh             43 
9 ma             27 
10 meh             20 
     
Table 2.1  A comparison of the SCE discourse particles in the spoken categories in ICE-SIN.  
 
The discourse particles selected for detailed analyses are lah, meh and hor and these 
are chosen for various reasons. They are the first, sixth and tenth items in the 
frequency table for discourse particles in SCE (Table 2.1). I choose lah, a particle that 
is frequent, widely discussed but still hard to account for, meh, a particle that is rather 
less frequent and that has not been extensively discussed, and hor, a particle that is in 
the mid-range on the frequency scale and that can be contrasted with meh. 
 
2.3.1.2 Syntactic distribution 
 
Generally, discourse particles must be attached to a constituent. For instance, in the 
following dialogue (overheard in a bus), B likes a girl (Pauline) but is not sure what to 
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do about it and consults his friend. His friend (A) feels that it is obvious what he (B) 
should do and decides to use a particle. [2] and [3] are constructed examples. 
[1] A:  So you like her? Pauline ah. 
 B:  Ya, but don’t know what to do leh. 
 A:  Ask her out lor. 
 
[2] A:  So you like her? Pauline ah. 
 B:  Ya, but don’t know what to do leh. Ask her out? 
 A:  Ya lor. 
 
[3] A:  So you like her? Pauline ah. 
 B:  Ya, but don’t know what to do leh. 
 A: *Lor. 
 
As might be expected, normally the discourse particles such as lor cannot be used as 
independent utterances, as shown in the unacceptability of [3]. There are exceptions 
(e.g. hor) and I will discuss this when I deal with the comprehensive analysis of hor in 
Chapter 5.  
 
It appears that certain discourse particles can only occur in particular syntactic 













meh b × × × 
hor b b × × 
lah b b × b 
hah b × b b 
ah b b b b 
leh b b × × 
ma b b × × 
nah b × × × 
what b × × × 
lor b b × × 
 
Table 2.2   Syntactic distribution of discourse particles in Singapore Colloquial English 
 
This study focuses on three particles, meh, hor and lah and the various restrictions of 
the particles will be discussed in the detailed accounts (Chapters 4-6).   
 
2.3.1.3 Tone in SCE discourse particles 
 
As mentioned before, the discourse particles in SCE are mainly from Cantonese and 
Hokkien, Chinese languages that make lexical distinctions based on tone and I would 
like to mention briefly the tonal status of the particles (meh, hor and lah). It could be 
argued that while tone is basic to the Chinese languages, it may not be a significant 
feature when the discourse particles are borrowed into SCE. Some research has been 
carried out in this area (Richards and Tay 1977, Kwan-Terry 1992) but it is uncertain 
whether the different functions of the particles arise from the different tones or 
intonation or others. This study takes the view that though the particles may be 
spoken in different tones giving rise to different pragmatic effects, the different 
effects arise from the different contexts rather than the tonal status of the particles and 
that a unified meaning for each of the particles in SCE can be postulated. 
 39
Issues on the tonal status of discourse particles in SCE are closely related to the 
source of the particles. A brief description of the source of the discourse particles is 
given in the respective chapters on the discourse particles while in this section, I will 
make a brief reference to the tonal status of the particles. The particle meh in SCE 
appears to be from one source, Cantonese and is spoken with a rising tone (cf. Section 
4.3). Thus, where the number of meh particles is concerned is not a problem as there 
are no homonyms involved.  
 
The situation does not seem so clear with regard to the number of hor and lah 
particles in SCE. Past researchers, for example Kwan-Terry (1992), have shown that 
the hor particle could have two different tones: mid-rising and low-falling. Studies 
have also shown that the hor particle is spoken in these two tones only and not in any 
other tone (Kwan-Terry 1992:66). The hor spoken in a rising tone turns it into a sort 
of interrogative sentence where the speaker seeks confirmation. The other hor, with 
the low falling tone, expects the hearer to take her suggestion (although there is room 
form negotiation (Kwan-Terry 1992:66). In other words, it is a tempered request. 
There appears to be two different hor particles arising from the two different tones 
and communicating different effects. There seems to be the ‘seeking for confirmation’ 
hor and the tempering request hor but both can be subsumed under the description of 
hor being consultative in nature. Thus, it is possible to postulate a unified meaning for 
hor because the different pragmatic effects (or functions) follow from the unified 
meaning (cf Section 5.6). 
 
 
Previous researchers disagreed on the number of lah particles and are uncertain 
whether the different number of lah particles comes about due to issues of tone, 
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intonation, stress or duration. Kwan-Terry (1978) distinguishes two forms of lah 
carrying different emotive functions depending on the intonation and that the 
distinction is made on duration and stress. Later, she (1992) states that lah can be 
spoken in a low level tone to show gentle persuasion. When spoken in a mid-rising 
tone, it has a note of impatience or irritation. Loke and Low write about lah in SCE 
being spoken in three different pitch heights, high, mid and low (Loke and Low 
(1988:158). More recently, Wong (2004) discerns at least three lah particles, spoken 
in the rising, low and high falling tones of Mandarin (Wong 2004:762).  
 
The current study recognises that the particles (e.g. lah and hor) may be spoken in 
more than one tone. For example, Wong (2004) proposes three lah particles spoken in 
three tones. My research is similar to Wong’s insomuch as proposing a unified 
meaning of the particles is concerned. However, the proposed meanings of the lah 
particle (Wong 2004) are not adequate as it would not be able to accommodate data 
such as What’s in fashion lah? (ICE-SIN-S1A-003), where the speaker is not trying to 
impose, present or convince (the three lahs proposed by Wong) but to indicate an 
attitude. To accommodate examples such as What’s in fashion lah?, another lah, (e.g. 
indicative lah), which is used to indicate a speaker’s attitude, needs to be added. 
 
In another case (e.g. You’re pretty lah.) lah is used to convey sarcasm or to show 
irony. This also would not fit into the three proposed lahs. It appears that we would 
need to keep adding on the meanings of lah to accommodate the data. When do we 
stop? Thus, the current study, though recognising that the particles may be spoken in 
different tones, attempts to propose a single underlying description of the particles 
(unified meaning) and that the different functions follow from the unified meaning of 
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the particles. As we shall see, it is possible to postulate a single description for each of 
the particles (Chapters 4-6). 
 
2.3.2 Morphological features 
 
Next, some morphological features of SCE are different from Standard English. These 
include the following: 
 
• Verbs are often not inflected to reflect tense or time, or agreement with 
subject, e.g.  They call me yesterday (ICE-SIN-S1A-036) and He go up (ICE-
SIN-S1A-085).  
 
• Preference of time adverbials over the morphological marking of aspect, e.g. 
She eat her lunch already (Alsagoff and Ho 1998:139).  
 
• Progressive marked but without the progressive auxiliary be, (Platt and Ho 
1980) e.g. She told you she going to the cinema with us or not? (Alsagoff and 
Ho 1998:141). In Standard English, this will be Did she tell you whether she 
was going to the cinema with us? 
 
• Experiential verbs with second person subjects are questions e.g. You don’t 




• The use of the completive aspect marker already, e.g. Eight years she work 
already i.e. She’s been working for eight years) (Platt, Weber and Ho 
1983:13). 
 
2.3.3 Syntactic features 
 
Singapore Colloquial English also has some syntactic features that are different from 
Standard English. One notable syntactic feature is the pro-drop feature where the 
subject or object is omitted when these are understood from the context (Platt and 
Weber 1980, Alsagoff and Ho 1998). An example is Must eat the potato struddle 
(ICE-SIN-S1A-016), where the subject We is dropped.  
 
Next, conjunctions are often left out, especially in conditional clauses e.g. You eat you 
can die one (ICE-SIN-S1A-016) In Standard English, it will be If you eat it, you can 
die.   
 
Unlike the structure of tag questions in Standard English which varies according to 
the subject and the auxiliaries present in the clause to which they are attached, in 
SCE, the tag does not vary and always take the form is it or isn’t it. For example, They 
never give him a medal, is it? for Standard English, They didn’t give him a medal, did 
they? (Alsagoff and Ho 1998:150).  
 
Another syntactic feature in SCE is that the wh-element in wh-interrogative 
constructions is not fronted. Examples include Go where? (ICE-SIN-S1A-079) for 
Standard English Where do you want to go? and You know what? (ICE-SIN-S1A-009) 
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for What do you know? (cf. Section 2.5.7 where I discuss the particle what). In 
addition, for interrogatives, ‘do–support’ is optional as shown in You still want them? 
i.e. Do you still want them? (Fong 2003:92). 
 
2.3.4 Other features of SCE 
 
The other notable features of SCE include loanwords, words used differently from the 
way they are used in Standard English and code-mixing.  
 
Loanwords from Malay and Chinese dialects are frequently incorporated into 
conversations and texts, for example, chin chai in [4] heard at a forum on friendship, 
and kelong in [5]. 
 
[4] A: One day Valentine, 'chin chai' lah24. 
B: Now this is not 'chin chai' leh. Old friends can’t 'play play' lah.  
[Chin chai is Hokkien for not fussy]. 
 
[5] Ferrari's ridiculous manoeuvre last Sunday was kelong, match fixing, by any 
other sport. 
             (The Straits Times 19 May 2002) 
[Kelong is a Malay word referring to the match being fixed or rigged]. 
 
                                                 
24 Since Valentine is only for a day, there is no need to be fussy about celebrating it. 
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Loanwords can also occur in formal Singapore English but these are primarily words 
pertaining to cultural items like angpow (red packets containing money given out 
during Chinese New Year) and nasi lemak (popular Malay coconut rice).   
Other than loanwords, in SCE, words are also used differently from the way they are 
used in Standard English.  In the following text, bungalow does not refer to a single 
storey building but refers to a lavish type of accommodation with more than one 
storey (bunglw is short for bungalow). 
 
[6] LUXURIOUS 3 STOREY bunglw.  Designer features.  Excellent cond.  6+1.  
Walk to Bishan MRT/RI.  $6.2K neg. 
                                     (The Straits Times, Classified, 24 Feb 2003, C8) 
 
Another example is the word upgrade which is a buzzword among Singaporeans.  In 
British English, one can upgrade a person, a job or a piece of equipment to mean 
promote a person, make the job more important and improve on its quality 
respectively. Times Chambers’ Essential English Dictionary which compares 
Singaporean and Malaysian English with British and American usage, writes: 
 
Many SME speakers use upgrade with a reflexive pronoun or as an 
intransitive verb:  It’s time to upgrade myself by taking an MBA 
programme.  Mr Tan is upgrading; he’s going to buy a Jaguar. 
                               (Essential English Dictionary 2nd edition, 1997) 
 
Furthermore, words are often combined to give a different meaning, for example, 
catch no ball in [7], heard in a class in NUS and blur like sotong (meaning ‘not 
thinking clearly and misunderstanding something’). 
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[7] Jaya: Morning, Gary! We can’t leave everything here. Where did Jane        
                     tell you to put it? 
Gary: Jane? Aiyah, sometimes when she talks, I catch no ball! 
 [Catch no ball means ‘not being able to understand something’.] 
 
Another feature of Singapore English is the strong code-mixing.  In the following 
example, the speaker switched very quickly between Mandarin and English in his 
reply to a question on why he was absent from class. 
 
[8] A:  Wo         yesterday   shen bin    that’s why cannot come. 
            1P-SG25   yesterday       sick        that’s why cannot come 
           [I was sick yesterday hence I couldn’t come.] 
 
According to Lowenberg (1991:372), a possible reason for the strong use of this 
linguistic device at the colloquial level is that ‘code-mixing occurs to enhance rapport 
and familiarity and code-switching to mark changes in pragmatic intentions’. 
 
2.4 Previous studies: main trends 
 
In this section, I present a review of previous studies done on discourse particles in 
SCE. While a considerable amount of research on SCE particles has been carried out 
over the past two decades, there has not been much work on the encoded meaning of 
the discourse particles. Previous accounts are dominated by the description of how 
each particle is used, that is, the numerous functions (or uses) of the particle, and they 
                                                 
25 First person singular pronoun 
 46
are given without relating the functions of the particles one to another. How is it 
possible that one particle can have many different functions? Some of the descriptions 
given by past researchers of discourse particles in SCE are so varied (and many) that 
one wonders if they are describing the same entity (cf. Section 2.5.2). Secondly, the 
accounts are provided without any underlying theoretical framework. Finally, in all 
the accounts on SCE discourse particles, there has been no attempt (to my knowledge) 
to explain ill-formed constructions. 
 
I believe that an in-depth study of discourse particles in SCE, the focus of the current 
study, involves an understanding of how the particle is interpreted in actual discourse. 
This involves an understanding of what the particle communicates, that is, the 
encoded meaning of the discourse particle. It also involves an understanding of how 
the particle communicates the different functions (or contextualised meanings) in 
different contexts. Thus, understanding how the particle is interpreted in discourse 
would help address the problem of how the varied uses of particular particles are 
related to some general description of their unique properties. It would also reveal 
ways in which languages have evolved systematic means of coming to terms with 
problems that communicators are faced with in conducting everyday practical affairs 
through conversational interaction. In this study, I argue that though an expression 
such as a discourse particle performs various functions, it contains a certain encoded 
(or unified26) meaning; in particular, it instructs the hearer to proceed in a certain 
manner. As such, a unified account will help provide a clearer picture of the meaning 
of the discourse particles. 
 
                                                 
26 In this study, encoded meaning is synonymous with unified meaning. 
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2.5 Multifunctionality of SCE discourse particles 
 
As mentioned above, in Singapore Colloquial English, most studies done on discourse 
particles are concentrated on the different uses of various particles, but no general 
framework, except for Gupta (1992), is provided in which these can be seen as parts 
in relation to a whole. Gupta attempted a unified account by placing the eleven27 
pragmatic particles of SCE expressing varying degrees of commitment to an utterance 
on a single scale of assertiveness: contradictory, assertive and tentative. Although this 
is a step forward in describing discourse particles, it is not clear what meaning each of 
the individual particles encodes.  
 
In the next section, taking each particle in turn, I give a review of the various 
functions of the discourse particles meh, hor, lah, leh, lor, ma, what and hah, in 
Singapore Colloquial English as given by past researchers. The review of each 
discourse particle will be done in a chronological order in order to capture the 
progression of research on the particle. I will first provide comprehensive reviews of 
the discourse particles, meh, hor and lah, the focus in the current study.  
 
2.5.1   Meh 
 
Treatment of the meh particle in SCE is scarce as previous researchers concentrate on 
the more popular particles such as lah and what. Gupta (1992) described it briefly 
while Wong (1994, 2000) concentrated on the invariant meaning of the particle.   
 
                                                 
27 The actual number of particles in SCE is still unclear. While Gupta considers ge as one of the 
particles in SCE, Wong (1994:6) disputes Gupta’s claim (1992:37) that ge as a distinct particle. 
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Gupta (1992) attempts a unified account by placing the eleven pragmatic particles of 
SCE, including meh, expressing varying degrees of commitment to an utterance on a 
single scale of assertiveness.  She classifies them into three main groups: the 
maximally assertive contradictory group (ma, what), the assertive group, (meh, ge, 
leh, na, lah, lor) and the minimally assertive (tentative) group (hor, hah, ah).  
 
According to Gupta, the discourse particle meh falls into the assertive category and 
‘serves to express surprise, or to question a presupposition’ (1992:43).  She further 
claims that meh adds a sense of surprise at the question asked. The following is an 
example from Gupta with the codes: MG – mother of the girls, EG – elder girl, YG – 
younger girl.  
 
[9] Context: MG has asked YG where her colour pencil is, twice. 
       EG:  You don’t know meh?  
YG:  No, I don’t know.  Didn’t see. 
 
In [9], the mother has asked the younger girl twice where her colour pencil is.  On 
hearing this and probably wanting to help her mother out, EG (three years old) 
questioned YG if she knows where the colour pencil is.  Gupta mentions that for such 
questions (experiential verbs with second person subjects are questions in SCE), the 
use of meh adds a sense of surprise at the question.  However, Gupta does not 




Wong (1994, 2000) analyses meh using a reductive paraphrase approach where meh is 
considered as a concept word having an invariant meaning which can be paraphrased 
something like ‘the opposite of what was thought is true’. He explains that the meh 
speaker previously thought something (not P) was true but someone tells him or 
something shows him that the opposite (P) is true (Wong 2000:21).  
 
[10] Context: A asks B if the latter can get his friend, who works as a salesperson 
in a shop, to buy a piece of merchandise X at staff price. B says it cannot be 
done by explaining why. 
A:  No staff price meh 
B:  Not for new things. 
 
A previously thought: There is a staff price for X. 
A now thinks: There is no staff price for X. 
A says: No staff price meh? 
B replies: Explanation for the situation to indicate affirmation. 
 
The speaker may be asking for confirmation that the proposition is true. Although 
Wong does not deal with the truth-conditionality of the particles, the implication that 
the particles are dealt with in truth-conditional terms can be seen in the invariant 
meaning he suggested for the particle (that is, ‘the opposite of what was thought is 
true’). In my account, I would like to suggest that although meh encodes a meaning, it 
might be better that it is not approached along the truth-conditional axis. In addition, 
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Wong28 focuses on the invariant meaning: he is not concerned with the meaning of the 
particle in different contexts.  My research attempts to plug this gap, that is, I will 
offer an explanatory account of how meh can be interpreted in various contexts (see 




In the literature, research done on hor focuses on the functions of the particle. Wilma 
(1987) and Gupta (1992) give it a brief mention. However, recently there is a more 
detailed account given by Gan (2000).   
 
Wilma (1987) claims that the hor particle occurs in sentence-final position ‘to solicit 
agreement or to reduce the harshness of certain utterances’ (Wilma 1987:46). She 
states that hor can have a falling intonation and a rising intonation. In [11], hor used 
with the rising intonation has the function of soliciting agreement. 
 
[11] Context: A and B are discussing the changes that have taken place on a 
particular street. 
       A:  Last time don’t have shops hor? 
       B:  Mm hm.         (Wilma 1987:45) 
 
According to Wilma, hor with the falling intonation marks the utterance as an order 
and reduces the harshness of certain utterances (1988:45) as exemplified by [12], 
taken from Wilma. 
                                                 
28 In a recent paper (2004), Wong revises the proposed invariant meaning of meh. I will give a brief 
account of his analysis on meh and comment on it in Chapter 4. 
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[12] Context: In the photostatting room, the person in charge is telling the students        
   to form a queue. 
         A: Stand in line hor.                   (Wilma 1987:45) 
 
Wilma also discusses the syntactic distribution and some of the pragmatic functions of 
the hor particle. This study takes into account the functions mentioned by Wilma and 
hopes to extend it further by providing a unified meaning of the hor particle. It also 
attempts to account for utterances such as those in [13], where hor seems to be 
syntactically independent (not mentioned in Wilma’s account).  
 
[13] A:  Ang Mo Kio uh 
       B: Ya so now I take the MRT up to Yio Chu Kang 
       A: Hor? 
       B: That is why they 
       A: That is why nowadays I never see you at the bus-stop.  
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-035) 
 
Gupta (1992) classifies hor as a tentative particle. According to Gupta (1992:45), 
there are two uses of hor: tentative and ‘punctuating’ an utterance. Her one example, 
That one ah – because ah, like us hor, is Jesus daughter and son ah (Gupta 1992:45), 
exemplifies the function of punctuating an utterance. Although she does not explicitly 
explain the use of hor in the utterance, I take it that hor in the above example is 
marked by an intonation break which separates the unit it is appended to from other 
units in the utterance. Hor can occur mid-clause or between a main clause and a 
dependent clause.   
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Gan’s study introduces the ‘4-element framework’ and investigates hor in terms of its 
phonetic and phonological properties, tone, syntactic distribution and pragmatic 
function. For Gan, the common denominator of hor is its phonological shape [hΟ]. 
Tone is an important distinguishing feature that must be taken into account. Gan 
identifies four different hor particles with variation in tone, syntactic distribution and 
pragmatic functions.  The examples are Gan’s. 
 
First, ‘the request hor (falling tone) is usually found at the end of imperatives’ (Gan 
2000:36).  
 
[14] Context:   A and B are talking about their group project 
A:   Remind me to tell Jim about the group meeting hor? 
B:   Sure. No problem. 
 
In [14], A makes a request to B and uses the particle to elicit a positive response from 
the latter. According to Gan, hor changes an utterance from a command or order to a 
request. Here, hor functions as a politeness device that mitigates the addressee’s 
negative face.  
 
Second, the polar-question hor, said with a rising tone, turns declaratives into polar 
questions. 
 
[15] Context: A and B are walking home from school. A suddenly remembers that  
   B needs to buy paper from the stationery shop. 
 A:   You need hor to buy paper? 
 53
 B:   Oh yes!  Thanks for reminding me.          (Gan 2000:49) 
 
In [15], hor is a polar question marker that seeks to elicit agreement (Gan 2000:49).  
 
Gan identifies a third hor called the filler hor, as shown in That guy hor very stingy 
one, where the hor-appended branch of the utterance is said with a rising tone. The 
use of the particle draws attention to very stingy one. Gan states that the filler hor 
functions as a ‘locutionary device that occurs at an intonation break to draw hearers’ 
attention to the beginning of the focus (new information) in an utterance’ (2000:54). 
In contrast with Gan’s research, this study finds that hor draws the hearer’s attention 
to the constituents before hor, that is, it draws attention to That guy rather than very 
stingy one (see Chapter 5 for a detailed account). 
  
Finally, the repair hor occurs independently as an utterance and acts as a repair device 
to elicit agreement from the addressee as shown in [16] below. 
 
[16] Context:  C and D are talking about E who has a habit of wearing skimpy 
clothes to class. 
 C:  Can’t stand her.  She is always wearing skimpy clothes. 
 D:  (no response) 
 C:  Hor? 
 D:  Yah lor. Always try to seduce the guys.          (Gan 2000:54) 
 
From [16], C is trying to get D to agree with what she has said earlier.  However, D 
did not reply.  This prompts C to repair the conversational exchange with the 
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utterance hor? in order to keep the conversation going by re-initiating the topic. Gan’s 
contribution is in the identification of four types of hor with the various tones, 
syntactic distributions and pragmatic functions. 
 
The survey of previous studies of hor suggests that there is more to discourse particle 
hor than what has been discussed. A common problem is that most researchers agree 
that hor is multi-functional in nature but none of them could provide an adequate 
explanation why the same particle fulfils different roles in different contexts. In my 
study, I shall attempt to answer the question: how does a hearer understand the 




Lah29 has been discussed widely by many writers, but there is considerable 
disagreement as to its functions. According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2000, 
internet version), people used lah to convey the mood and attitude of the speaker. For 
example, ‘Go to Chinatown lah’ is used to indicate suggestion. In Brown (2000:127), 
lah is described as being used with a request or command to indicate impatience (e.g. 
‘Finish your food lah’) or to turn it into a plea (e.g. ‘Give me more time lah’).  
 
2.5.3.1 Tongue (1974) 
 
The earliest account of the lah particle is by Tongue who states that lah can function 
as an ‘intensifying particle, as a marker of informal style, as a signal of intimacy, for 
                                                 
29 For the particle lah, researchers use either la or lah. In the current study, I have decided to spell this 
particle as lah. However, in quoting examples by the various researchers, I use the spelling given by 
the individual researcher.  
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persuading, deriding, wheedling, rejecting and a host of other purposes’ (Tongue 
1974:114).  Only two examples on lah (in his listing of other grammatical items) were 
given,  ‘Can lah’ and ‘Cannot lah’. According to Tongue, lah originates from the Malay 
language.  But, the lah particle is widely used in the Chinese dialects spoken in 
Singapore and Malaysia, namely, Hokkien and Cantonese30. Tongue also commented 
that though lah is sub-standard, it is frequently used by educated speakers of English in 
informal discourse with friends and even jocularly, on more formal occasions.  Tongue’s 
mention of lah marked the beginning of treating the particle as characteristic of 
Singapore Colloquial English. 
 
2.5.3.2 Richards and Tay (1977) 
 
Richards and Tay (1977) describe the lah particle as ‘a code marker which identifies 
rapport, solidarity, familiarity and informality between the participants in the speech 
event’ (Richards and Tay 1977:146).  The source of data is a ‘fragment of a telephone 
conversation recorded near a public phone booth in a cinema’ (ibid, p. 142).  
 
Lah is only heard in sentence- or phrase-final positions and modifies the whole sentence 
or phrase (ibid, p. 144).  According to Richards and Tay, it may be attached to a variety 
of word classes, for example, after nouns, verbs, auxiliaries, adjectives, adverbs and 
negatives. The examples used to illustrate the above may not be actual ones used in 
discourse. Moreover, the relation between the syntactic environment and the pragmatic 
use of the particle is not touched on.  Richards and Tay’s observation that lah occurs 
only sentence- or phrase-finally is inaccurate, as shown by the following examples:   
                                                 
30 In addition, a detailed account of the particle lah in Cantonese is given by Luke (1990).  
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[17] Nine hundred but on average about four hundred five hundred dollars, both lah 
the reception and the sanctuary.            (ICE-SIN-S1A-001) 
 
[18] Ya.  So after that Gorbachev said lah the answer is myself ah.   
      (ICE-SIN-S1A-006) 
 
They also claim that lah is not mood-specific and may be attached to imperatives [19a], 
interjections [19b] and rhetorical questions [19c], but not to wh-questions seeking 
information [20]. 
 
[19] a.  You let me know la. 
b.  All right la. 
c.  What to do la! 
 
[20]  *Where you want me to put this la? 
 
In the current study, I hope to be able to account for utterances such as [19c] and [20] in 
a more economical way (cf Chapter 6).  
 
Like Tongue but in greater detail, Richards and Tay describe the lah particle as a code 
marker which identifies rapport, solidarity, familiarity and informality between the 
participants in the speech event.  They claim that lah is only heard in sentence or phrase-




2.5.3.3 Kwan-Terry (1978, 1991, 1992)  
 
Kwan-Terry expands on Richards and Tay’s description by proposing that lah is more 
than a code-marker; it reflects certain emotive attitudes on the part of the speaker.  
There are two forms of lah in Singapore English: the stressed or protracted form of 
lah and unstressed or contracted lah which are different in the meaning they convey. 
The data is based on observations of her own (Kwan-Terry 1978:22). 
 
One general use of stressed lah in Singapore English is to express emphasis [21a], or 
to show obviousness [21b].   
 
[21] a.  Where are you now? 
                 In my office la. 
b.  What should I wear this evening? 
                 Evening dress la. 
 
In addition, depending on the context, stressed lah may indicate uncertainty, thereby 
giving the expression a tone of suggestion rather than emphasis. According to Kwan-
Terry, it is likely that the stressed lah used in both clauses in [22] suggests the 
‘persuasive, conciliatory or explanatory attitude’ (ibid, p.25) while the unstressed lah 
may indicate impatience or annoyance. 
 
[22]  Don’t scold him la; it’s useless la.  
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To sum up, according to Kwan-Terry, stressed lah indicates emotional nuances like 
that of obviousness, consultativeness, uncertainty, persuasion and explanation. She 
also mentions that the stressed lah has a softening of tone and accounts for the note of 
rapport, solidarity, familiarity and informality mentioned by Richards and Tay.  On 
the other hand, unstressed lah may indicate impatience or annoyance.  This seems to 
be counter-intuitive: it is the stressed lah that indicates annoyance and the unstressed 
lah that shows persuasion.  Could Kwan-Terry have misunderstood how the particle 
lah is used?  
 
The various emotions indicated by the particle lah (mentioned by Kwan-Terry above) 
are evident in the ICE-SIN corpus as shown in the following.  
 
[23]  Context: Two guys in a class making some sculptures and ceramics discuss  
       buying pots and Indian figures found in temples. 
        C:  Synonym for happiness. I don't know about the others lah. Don't know the  
       name of anyone else. 
         A: Oh you already bought it. 
         C: Can you stop fingering your naked woman. 
         A: Cannot ah. Okay lah. You may do it lah.            (ICE-SIN-S1A-008) 
 
In [23], C’s ‘I don’t know about the others lah’ shows his impatience because A 
wants him to tell him about the others (pots) and he does not know about them. A’s 
use of lah in Okay lah and You may do it lah indicates emphasis. 
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Kwan-Terry’s contribution to the study of the lah particle is her recognition that lah 
has emotive meanings (in addition to lah having social meanings as described by 
Richards and Tay). Another point that Kwan-Terry makes to the study of lah is her 
suggestion that these emotive meanings can be explained by the two forms of lah 
which contrast in terms of duration and stress.  
 
Kwan-Terry also comments on Luke (1990), a researcher who also takes a functional 
approach to the meaning of lah.  She mentions that the attempt to give lah a single 
meaning results in a vacuous meaning and that such a definition would not be helpful 
in a dictionary.  I disagree with Kwan-Terry here.  The descriptions of lah given by 
Kwan-Terry and other researchers tell us different things about the particle. While 
each of these descriptions could be a viable account of some aspect of the particle’s 
properties, none has addressed the problem of its functional versatility: why is it that 
lah can have diverse functions? And what would the relation be among them? In 
contrast to what Kwan-Terry says, the idea of a single core meaning is definitely not 
vacuous to capture how such a particle is used in communication. And it is this core 
description which will be helpful in an adequate dictionary entry.  
 
2.5.3.4  Bell and Ser (1983) 
 
Using a multi-method triangulation approach, Bell and Ser (1983) investigate the 
variant forms and social functions of the variable (LA)31.  The aim of their 
investigation is to test out the assertions made by earlier scholars, Richards and Tay 
                                                 
31 Here I follow Bell and Ser’s spelling of the lah particle (LA), as the particle lexeme with the variants 
la and lah.  
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(1977) and Kwan-Terry (1978).  The approach involves literature review, text-
analysis, questionnaire administration, informal interviewing and introspection.  
 
The formal characteristics of the (LA) particle comprise the phonetic and syntactic, 
and the semantic and pragmatic aspects.  Bell and Ser’s investigation confirms that 
there are two variant forms of the (LA) particle: la and lah.  A short la and a long lah 
which are distinguishable not by tone but by duration; with the long lah possessing 
rather more than twice the duration of the short la. 
 
The contrast of la and lah does not operate at the level of syntax.  Bell and Ser 
discover that (LA) does not occur only in sentence or phrase-final position but also 
inside the structure of noun phrases [24a] and verb phrases [24b]. 
 
[24] a.  That great hawker la from Newton Circus 
b.  must la have been cooking  
 
This is in contrast with what Richards and Tay propose – that (LA) occurs only in 
phrase-final position.   
 
(LA) is used as an indicator of pragmatic value. Following what social-psychologists 
(for a convenient collection, see Turner 1974) have suggested, Bell and Ser propose 
that the fundamental variable in social interaction is along the power-solidarity axis. 
In conversations, speakers negotiate for a neutral relationship.  This is found to be the 
case: la and lah play a key role in the ‘creation of social distance or social intimacy’ 
(Bell and Ser 1983:14).  
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[25] a.  You goon  =   you are stupid 
 b.  You goon la  = light-hearted banter; a joke 
 c.  You goon lah = harsh and hurtful; an insult 
 
According to Bell and Ser (1983:14), in [25b], the use of short la (the ‘unstressed’ 
form in Kwan-Terry 1978) softens the meaning by introducing a degree of ‘warmth’ 
into the interaction which is in contrast with the literal meaning (locutionary force) of 
the assertion [25a].  Hence, it signals to the addressee that the speaker does not really 
mean it, that is, it is a joke.  
 
However, in [25c], the use of the long lah (‘stressed’ or ‘protracted’ la in Kwan-Terry 
1978) seems to harden the meaning and introduces a certain coldness and increased 
social distance between the speaker and the addressee. Bell and Ser are wrong in 
linking their use of short la with Kwan-Terry’s unstressed la and long lah with 
stressed la. According to Kwan-Terry (1978:23), stressed la softens the tone of 
discourse (thus, this should be equivalent to Bell and Ser’s short la) and the 
unstressed form seems to contain a note of authority.   
 
For Bell and Ser, there are strict rules governing the occurrence of (LA) in utterances.  
Their study confirms that (LA) functions as both a code-marker and as an emphatic 
marker.  In addition, the two variants of (LA) as carriers of contrasting pragmatic 
value are confirmed.  However, they showed that the values are the reverse of those 
(Richards and Tay 1977, Kwan-Terry 1978) reported previously (Bell and Ser 
1983:1). Richards and Tay, and Kwan-Terry mention that the stressed lah (Bell and 
Ser’s lah) acts as a carrier of friendliness. This is in contrast with Bell and Ser’s 
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findings: it is the unstressed lah that signals friendship, solidarity, and a reduction of 
social distance.  The reverse is true of lah with its power-signalling, hostility and 




Functions Richards and Tay, Kwan-Terry Bell and Ser 
Friendliness, 
solidarity 
stressed/long lah short la 
Authority, hostility unstressed/short lah long lah 
 
 Table 2.3   Comparison of functions of lah 
 
To summarise, Bell and Ser were the first to suggest that the two variant forms of 
(LA) are distinguishable by duration (short la and long lah) and not tone. They 
expanded on the functions of la and lah by mentioning that they can signal 
insincerity, but did so without an explication. They were also the first to challenge the 
idea that (LA) occurs not only in sentence or phrase-final position but also inside the 
structure of noun phrases and verb phrases.  This claim has not been taken up 
seriously by later researchers (cf. Platt 1987, Loke and Low 1988, Gupta 1992).  In 
my study, I hope to verify if the claim that (LA) can occur inside noun phrases and 






2.5.3.5  Platt (1987)    
 
With regard to particle analysis in Singapore English, Platt is concerned with the 
extent to which these particles function as speech community indicators or stylistic 
markers, whether these particles are uni- or multi-functional, and whether they have 
independent lexical tone. In an earlier account (Platt et al 1983:13), Platt describes the 
lah particle as conveying emphasis and emotional attitudes, for example [26], where 
lah acts as an emphatic marker. 
 
[26] Don’(t) wan(t)32 lah 
 
Concerning the two types of lah, Platt’s findings are closer to Kwan-Terry’s.  Platt’s 
lah with the rising tone corresponds to Kwan-Terry’s long lah (distinguishable by 
length) and his lah with low level tone corresponds to her (Kwan-Terry) short lah. 
Platt’s lah with rising intonation corresponds with Richards and Tay’s lah which 
indicates rapport between speakers.  However, Platt points out that his corpus also 
contains instances of low level lah with no element of informality or solidarity. 
 
2.5.3.6 Loke and Low (1988)  
 
Loke and Low (1988) gave a proposed descriptive framework to account for the 
relationship between the intonational variations of lah and its pragmatic meanings. 
The data consist of utterances occurring naturally in interaction contexts: three 
                                                 
32 The ‘t’ is placed in parenthesis to indicate that it is not pronounced in the utterance. That final 
consonants are not pronounced is a common feature of SCE. 
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recorded child-adult interactions and one child-child interaction.  But, the less-than-
1000-word corpus is a limited one. 
 
The main findings relevant to our study are that there is a correlation between the 
tonal-intonational variation of lah and the communicative functions and emotive 
attitudes expressed by the lah particle. Different communicative functions are 
expressed by variations in pitch height and intonation, and duration of lah.  For 
example, requests are expressed predominantly by a high fall, assertions by high-fall, 
mid-fall and low-fall (Loke and Low 1988:155).  Attitudes are differentiated in terms 
of duration and stress, for example, irritation can be expressed by a high rise-fall on 
lah of long duration as in [27].  
 
[27] J:  Now what do you do after blowing the candles? 
         R:  You blow so hard.  Blow hard-hard.  You blow hard-hard la (Request). 
 
[28] J: O.K. make hot-dog now ah? O.K.? 
         R:  Wait la. (Rejection) 
 
In their account, the researchers confuse communicative functions (request) with 
attitudes (irritation) as shown in [27]. According to Loke and Low, the la-appended 
utterance in [28] shows that it is a rejection of a request by J. They are not correct 
because the rejection is shown by the propositional content of the utterance (‘wait’) 
and not by la. In my study, I think that lah encodes a different kind of meaning from 
concepts such as wait (see Sections 3.4.1)  
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2.5.3.7  Gupta (1992, forthcoming) 
 
Gupta (1992:31) attempted a unified account by placing the eleven pragmatic 
particles of Singapore Colloquial English expressing ‘varying degrees of commitment 
to an utterance’ on a ‘single scale of assertiveness’.  She classifies them into three 
main groups: the maximally assertive contradictory group (ma, what), the assertive 
group, (meh, ge, leh, na, lah, lor) and the minimally assertive (tentative) group (hor, 
hah, ah).  The data comprises of 18 hours of conversations of two Singapore Chinese 
families.  
 
According to Gupta (1992), lah is an assertive particle, as shown in [29], where B (a 
Punjabi girl) asserts that they should ask A’s mother for permission to play in her 
house. 
 
[29] A:  Okay, let’s go to your house down there. 
B:     Ask your mummy first lah.         (Gupta 1992:52) 
 
 
In a paper to appear, Gupta (forthcoming) looks at discourse particles as belonging to 
a word class directly associated with the function of signalling epistemic modality. 
The approach that Gupta adopts makes a clear distinction between functional and 
syntactic elements. According to Gupta, the concrete functions of discourse particles 
arise in interaction with the sentence types in which they occur.  She states that: 
 
When a particle is attached to a non-congruent sentence type we can 
see the effect clearly -- it changes the speech act from that 
prototypically linked with the sentence type, to a speech act congruent 
with the particle's meaning, as most commonly happens when assertive 
particles are added to interrogatives, which do not then function as 
questions.             (Gupta, forthcoming) 
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For example,  
 
A wh-interrogative with an assertive particle is unlikely to be a 
question. An utterance such as Why you do that lah? is likely to be a 
directive (Stop doing it) or a rebuke (It was wrong of you to do that), 
rather than a question: a contingent answer (such as Because I like it) 
would be regarded as insolent. 
        (Gupta, forthcoming) 
 
 
Gupta’s approach goes beyond descriptions of the variable functions of particles and 
tries to allocate a consistent meaning to each particle. This indicates an important step 
forward in the understanding of Singapore Colloquial English particles. The current 
study is aligned along similar lines but hopes to extend it further. 
 
2.5.3.8  Pakir (1992)   
 
Pakir is concerned with looking at discourse particles from the viewpoint of 
dictionary entries.  Her discussion highlights the problems in identification and 
classification of two frequently used discourse particles, lah and what, using a 
functional approach.  Pakir’s data come extensively from previous research, for 
example, Kwan-Terry (1978) and Wilma (1987).  Her main description centres on 
sample dictionary entries for the two particles. 
 
Pakir states that the pragmatic meanings of lah include code marking and emotive 
marking, and the functions include conveying obviousness and softening the 
harshness of imperatives. Like Kwan-Terry, Pakir stressed the need to make 
dictionary entries for SCE particles and to determine their contexts of occurrences. 
How successful the dictionary entries are depends on how one defines and elaborates 
the syntactic, semantic and pragmatic parameters. Pakir is one of the pioneers to look 
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at discourse particles from the viewpoint of dictionary entries, thus leading others to 
seek new possibilities in this area. Dictionary entries of the particles would mean that 
each particle, including lah, will require a general description (like the one I offer in 
this study). 
 
2.5.3.9  Besemeres and Wierzbicka (2003) 
 
In their paper, Besemeres and Wierzbicka investigate the use of lah and identify an 
invariant meaning of the particle by using a formula phrased in ordinary language 
(that is, the Natural Semantic Methodology or NSM). They state that what lah expects 
from the addressee is a capacity to understand the speaker: 
 I think you can know what I want to say 
 
For example, in Can lah, I’m your own mother, the particle lah is used to signal the 
mother’s attitude: ‘I think you can know what I want to say’ (that is, I want to say that 
as your mother I have the right to read your diary; and I think you can know this).   
Explicating an invariant meaning of what lah encodes is in line with the current study. 
However, unlike Besemeres and Wierzbicka, who look at expressions such as lah as 
encoding conceptual information, the current study concedes that expressions such as 
lah encode procedural information (cf Chapter 3). In addition, the study does not 
address why it is improbable for certain constructions to take lah. Generally, it is 
instructive to look at why a certain linguistic entity is unlikely to occur in certain 
contexts. This study attempts to provide an explanation why it is unacceptable for lah 
to occur in, for example, polar interrogatives (see analysis of lah in Chapter 6) 
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2.5.3.10 Wong (2004) 
 
Like Besemeres and Wierzbicka, Wong (2004) uses the NSM approach to explicate 
what lah means. However, unlike Besemeres and Wierzbicka who identify an 
inherent meaning of lah, he proposes that there are three meanings of lah: la2 – the 
persuasive la, la3 -  the impositional la and la4, - the propositional la. Wong links the 
meanings of lah to the different lexical tones, for example, the persuasive lah is 
pronounced with the ‘rising tone two of Singapore Mandarin’ (Wong 2004:771). 
According to him, the persuasive la (la2) indicates an appeal to the hearer to think 
something without excessive pressure as shown in Try this la2.  It’s nice (ibid: 771). 
 
Wong’s analysis is comparable to the one I will present, insomuch as it recognises a 
shared property of the various uses of the particle. However, unlike Wong, who 
proposes three semantic meanings for the particle lah, this study will argue for a 
single unified meaning of lah. Additionally, in Wong’s analysis33, not much is said 
about the pragmatic nature of lah, that is, how the different uses (contextualised 
meanings) of the particle follow from the unified meaning, are not exemplified. In 
addition, ill-formed lah-constructions are not explained. 
 
To summarise, researchers have tried to characterise the different functions of the lah 
particle, but they have not fully succeeded. Most researchers agree that lah is multi-
functional in nature. What is striking about these descriptions is that they tell us 
different things about the particle. Some of the descriptions contradict each other.  For 
example, lah shows friendliness, which is the opposite of another description, 
                                                 
33 I will comment in greater detail on Wong’s analysis of lah when I provide an in-depth account of the 
particle in Chapter 6. 
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hostility.  I believe that the reason for the varied descriptions could be that the 
descriptions are partial pictures of what the particle is.  It is like the traditional 
Chinese story of the three blind men describing what an elephant is. The descriptions 
of the elephant include ‘like a wall’ (body of the elephant), ‘a snake’ (tail) and ‘a fan’ 
(ears). Thus, while such findings shed some light on what lah does, the problem of 
how the varied uses of the particle are related to some general description of its 
properties has not been dealt with. In other words, the encoded meaning of the particle 
is not explicated. Additionally, there is no explanation on how lah is interpreted in 
discourse. In the current study, I will attempt to specify the encoded meaning of the 
particle and explicate how the different functions follow from the encoded meaning 




Previous accounts on the leh particle are few and once again, they concentrate on the 
functions of the particle. The leh particle, according to Gupta (1992) falls into the 
maximally assertive group. She states that the particle ‘expresses a commitment that 
an interlocutor is expected to act upon’ (!992:42). In Gupta’s example [30], A is the 
elder boy, who is speaking to one of his parents. A is making a request that either his 
father or mother give him his Vitamin C drink.  
 
[30] A:  I want to drink leh. I want to take my Vitamin C. 
         
[31] A:  Can no more leh.  Go up.  Okay catch fish leh.   
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Gupta claims that both declaratives (e.g. [30]) and imperatives (e.g. [31]) with leh 
frequently function as directives. Another function of leh is to express surprise. The 
speaker, encountering something unexpected, makes an observation and is surprised. 
In the following extract, A finds a photograph of her father’s passing-out parade. Her 
father is in his white dress uniform and he does not look like the soldiers she has seen 
around Singapore. Furthermore, a man does not wear a dress. A uses the particle leh 
to convey her surprise that a soldier is dressed in an unexpected manner. 
 
[32] A finds passing-out parade picture. 
A:  Soldier is like that one leh.               (Gupta 1992:42)
        
Another function of the leh particle marks an assertion or request as being tentative, 
thus working as a pragmatic softener. The following example is taken from GSEC34. 
 
[33] Context:  A and B are discussing a movie that has not been well attended. 
 A:  But so few people lah, maybe because it has been running for quite some  
       time lah. 
 B:   Actually two weeks only leh. 
 
In [33], A thinks that the movie is not well attended because it has been showing for 
quite some time.  B does not agree, saying that two weeks is not a long time, and uses 
the leh particle to soften the disagreement. 
 
 
                                                 
34 The Grammar of Singapore English Corpus (GSEC) is compiled by the National University of 
Singapore-funded project Towards a reference grammar of Singapore English (RP397245). 
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2.5.5  Lor 
 
The lor particle has been described as indicating a piece of information is obvious to 
the addressee, marking a directive, and showing a sense of resignation. First, Platt and 
Ho (1989) state that lor marks obviousness. The following example [34] is from Platt 
and Ho (1989:217). 
 
[34] A:  What do they sell at the market? 
 B:  Sell fish lor, vegetable lor, meat lor, all this lah. 
 
In [34], A asks B a question concerning the things sold at the market. In her answer, B 
gives a list of the things found in the market. Platt and Ho (1989:217) describes the 
particle as being used by B to show that the information is obvious and to refer ‘to 
matters which the speaker assumes the addressee to know already’. 
 
Another function of lor ‘to mark a directive35 or to create a suggestion, apparently 
without an expectation of compliance’ (Gupta 1992:43).  For example in [35], A has 
difficulty undoing the wrapper of her chocolate bar. B then suggests to A that she 
takes another chocolate bar. 
 
[35] A to B:  This one you take lor.       (Gupta 1992:43) 
 
Gupta does not elaborate on [35], but it appears that A does not expect B to comply 
with her suggestion. As Wee (2002) has pointed out, there are some problems with 
                                                 
35 Directives can range from commands, where the hearer is expected to comply, to requests, where the 
hearer is able to withhold compliance to some degree. 
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this analysis of lor. I will mention only the more serious one, which is, that lor can 
actually be used even when there is no suggestion intended, as shown in the following 
example, taken from ICE-SIN. 
  
[36] A and B are discussing playing ball games like tennis. B mentions that Zul 
cannot play ball games. A says that she also cannot play ball games well. B 
agrees in a resigned manner. 
 A:   I can't also what. 
B:   Okay lor.  It's finally I mean slowly lah.           (ICE-SIN-S1A-077) 
 
In [36], there does not appear to be any suggestion given by Okay lor, which indicates 
B’s agreement and resignation. Another example is [37] which exemplifies this 
further. 
 
[37] A and B discuss why they and someone they both know, C, play games. A  
        says that she plays games to enjoy herself, but C enjoys lifting weights. 
A:  Hah. I can't imagine myself enjoy pulling weights. 
B:  Ya. I quite I find it quite boring lor…  It’s repetitive. 
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-077) 
 
In [37], B makes a comment, saying that she finds pulling weights boring. Under 
Gupta’s analysis, lor would have to be seen as creating a suggestion. 
 
In a recent study, Wee (2002) argues that the lor particle in SCE functions as a 
resignative. He  states that by attaching lor to an utterance, the speaker indicates that 
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the situation described by the utterance is one over which nothing can be done. 
Because nothing can be done, one needs to accept the situation. The following 
example is from GSEC, quoted in Wee (2002:715-6) 
 
[38] A and B are both Chinese females. They are discussing whether it’s possible 
for them, as females, to have both a career and a family. 
  A:  How come you are so family-oriented ah?  My mum would like 
you for a  
       daughter. 
 B:  I think it’s quite…It’s the way I’ve been brought up lor. 
 A:   For me it’s always career first, career first, career first.  Never family first. 
        (laughs). 
 
In [38], A asks B how come she is so family-oriented. B gives the reason that she 
cannot help being what she is since she has been brought up that way and attaches the 
particle lor to it. The lor particle marks the speaker’s sense of resignation. Wee also 
suggests that the function of lor as marking obviousness is related to its use as a 
resignative; ‘the resignative use can be treated as a more recent development 
following Traugott’s claim concerning the direction of semantic/pragmatic change’ 
(Wee 2002:719). The change is one moving in the direction of greater subjectivity, 
that is, the meanings come to increasingly express the speaker’s attitude. 
 
2.5.6   Ma 
 
Gupta (1992) claims that the particle ma is one of the two contradictory particles on 
her scale (cf. Section 2.3.7) and serves ‘to correct an interlocutor by presenting what 
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is being said as an absolute and even obvious fact’ (Gupta 1992:41).  For example, in 
[39a],  MG (EG’s mother) uses ma to indicate that she finds the answer obvious and 
EG stated resolutely that she did not draw on her sister’s book respectively.  
 
[39] a.  EG:  He why o-oi (sleep) like that one? 
                 MG:  Why?  Sideways ma. 
 
b.  YG:  Tell Mummy. 
                 EG:  I never.  I never ever draw what. 
                  (I absolutely did not draw on your book).     (Gupta 1992:41) 
 
Gupta states that both the contradictory particles ma and what have similar functions. 
Her claim that there is no difference between the contradictory particles, what and ma 
in function, is erroneous. In Section 2.5.7, I show why this is so. 
 
Wong analyses ma as a particle that is attached to a proposition to indicate that what 
is proposed serves as a justification.  For example, in [40], B gives the reason for his 
action. His utterance signals that what is proposed is intended to be a justification. 
 
[40] Context:  A pages for B but has forgotten he has done so when B returns his   
                            call. 
     A:  How come you call me? 







Before I review past studies on the particle what in SCE, I would like to state that 
SCE what is not the same as the English what. The final consonant in SCE particle 
what is pronounced with a glottal stop and it is unexploded unlike the aspirated final 
[t] in English what. Gupta (1992:42) mentions that the Singapore particle what and 
the English what are too different to equate them.  
 
In addition, in considering the discourse particle what in SCE, one must not confused 
it with the non-particle what (e.g. Tell them what to do), the English discourse marker 
what and the what used in a non-standard way in SCE. Examples of what used in a 
non-standard manner in Singapore English include the following: 
 
[41] a. This Peter, so what one!               (ICE-SIN-S2B-043) 
 b. Don't know what lah!             (ICE-SIN-S1A-085) 
 c. Going for what?              (ICE-SIN-S1A-081) 
 d. You know what?                         (ICE-SIN-S1A-009) 
 
The instances of what in [41] are the interrogative pronoun what used in a non-
standard way in Singapore English and not the discourse particle what. One way to 
test if what is the SCE particle is that its omission does not render the sentence 
ungrammatical or change the propositional meaning. 
  
                                                 
36 This is another widely used particle, which many writers spell as what.  However, some writers spell 
this particle as wut or wat to differentiate it from the Standard English wh-word, what and the English 
discourse marker what which has been used to indicate the speech of the British upper class. 
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Several researchers describe the what particle in Singapore Colloquial English.  Once 
again, the studies on what are descriptions of the uses of the particle. The particle 
what is largely described as an emotional device expressing certain attitudes or 
emotions on the part of the speaker. Kwan-Terry (1978, 1991) states that the what 
particle in SCE demonstrates disapproval or objection. For example, in [42], speaker 
B is showing objection to the question since A is the one who has instructed the 
speaker to wait where he is. 
 
[42] A:  Why didn’t you come in? 
          B:  You told me to wait here what.        (Kwan-Terry 1978:25) 
 
Like emotive particles in Mandarin (e.g. ma in si ma [‘yes what’] to indicate 
annoyance37), the what particle is ‘extremely variable in meaning’ so that the exact 
emotions brought to a sentence can only be determined in context (Kwan-Terry 
1978:30). This is in line with the view adopted in the current study, which the 
interpretation of utterances depends to a large extent on the context (which is a mental 
construct; cf Chapter 3). 
 
Smith (1985)’s account of the what particle seems to be the most detailed.  He claims 
that this particle is an example of indirect diffusion, that is, diffusion without the 
transfer of lexical material (Smith 1985:105).  This account is different from the 
previous ones as it is based on a corpus comprising of about 1000 words 
(conversations, interviews, speeches) of examples on the what particle. It is an 
expansion on Kwan-Terry’s (1978) account on the what particle. 
                                                 
37 For details on particles in Mandarin, see Han Yang Saxena (1991). 
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Smith echoes what Kwan-Terry (1978) has noted, that the what particle is used 
primarily to register an objection and adds that although this element is present as an 
underlying invariant in all uses, ‘the precise communicative value of particle what 
varies widely with context’ (ibid, p. 109), that is, with what is being considered 
unjustified. First, the objection can be to the addressee’s previous speech act as in [43] 
where what is used in a rebuttal.  
 
[43] Context: Discussion of a student who is going overseas for one month and      
                missing classes. 
A:  He’ll never pass the third year. 
    B:  It’s only for one month what.      (Smith 1985:110) 
 
According to Smith, what can also be used phatically such as in [44]. 
 
[44] Background:  A and B are friends. 
       A:  Very hot today. 
       B:  Ya what! I’m nearly melting.           (Smith 1985:110)
  
B agrees with the content of A’s utterance and what here can be glossed as ‘You’re 
telling me!’  B attributes to A the viewpoint that his statement contains new 
information and objects to this attributed viewpoint.  Smith mentioned that B must be 
aware that A’s statement was intended only phatically, and thus exempt from the 
necessity to be relevant (as in Grice 1975:46). I agree that it could be phatic 
communication that B is aiming at but it is not exempted from the necessity to be 
relevant.  My view of communication, including phatic communication, is in 
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accordance with Sperber and Wilson’s communicative principle of relevance which 
states that: 
 
Every act of communication addressed to someone on a given occasion 
creates a presumption of its own optimal relevance. 
          (Sperber and Wilson 1995:158) 
 
In overt communication, in approaching an utterance addressed to us, we can have 
reasonable expectations of relevance. Thus, I would see B’s ‘Ya what’ as relevant.  
 
Second, what can occur without a preceding speech act as shown in [45]. 
 
[45] Context: The Department of English Language and Literature keeps separate           
                            records on its two sub-divisions. A Literature lecturer requests a file             
                            from the secretary, who gives it to him.  He flips through it. 
        Lecturer:  This is all language what. 
        Secretary: (Surprise, high pitch) Is it?     (Smith 1985:112) 
 
Here, the lecturer signals his objection to the secretary’s judgement of the situation 
(that she considers everything all right) by using the clause marked by what. 
 
Third, the objection can be to an action or viewpoint attributed to a third party as in 
[45].  Here, A is telling B that C’s action is unjustified.  The what clause gives the 
reason for the speaker’s indignation (that C also spits; let not the pot call the kettle 
black).  
 
[46] Context: A has been berated by C for spitting on the floor. A is relating the  
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               incident to B. 
       A:  He also spits what.     (Smith 1985:112) 
 
The particle what can indicate expressions of anger or irritation (as pointed out by 
Kwan-Terry), but Smith added that the interpretation of what may depend on the 
degree of rapport in the situation.  It is also used by a speaker who anticipates being 
questioned on what she is saying and uses what to try to protect her position [47].  
 
[47] Context:  A talks on starting a small business.  
A:  Once you’re in business, there is no security, only opportunity.   
      The worst that can happen to you is you become bankrupt.  But never  
                  mind what, it’s not a crime to be bankrupt.              
     (The Straits Times 12 June 82) 
 
The speaker A protects her position by branding any misgivings at the prospect of 
bankruptcy as unjustified.  
 
Gupta (1992) mentions that what is used to indicate that something is obvious. For 
example, in [48], EG uses what to state resolutely that she did not draw on her sister’s 
book respectively.  
 
[48] YG:  Tell Mummy. 
          EG:  I never.  I never ever draw what.      (Gupta 1992:41) 
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As mentioned above in my description of the ma particle, Gupta claims that there is 
no difference between the contradictory particles, what and ma in function. I suggest 
that this is erroneous.  I shall now give some counter-examples (from ICE-SIN) to her 
classifications. 
 
[49] C:  So they laughed at everything 
           B:  Oh you had the whole of SBC people at the back what   
                 Friday Background, Sunny Lim and all that.            (ICE-SIN-S1A-096) 
 
[50]  A: When are you what when are you going to do this? 
        B: Anytime you are free what 
        A: Sure okay.                  (ICE-SIN-S1A-094) 
 
[51] Context: TY is watching a scene from a gangster film where the mafia is 
chasing the police. 
          TY:  But they (policemen) have guns what.             (personal encounter) 
 
[52] A: In computer science. Don't know like fifteen alphabets already. 
          B:  My diploma DIP ma. So lousy.                (ICE-SIN-S1A-052) 
 
In examples [49], [50] and [52], speaker B is not explicitly contradicting something A 
has said. In [51], TY is probably making a comment after watching the scene and 
nothing is previously said.  Thus, Gupta is not correct to claim that the particles what 
and ma show the addressee correcting ‘an interlocutor by presenting what is being 
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said as an absolute fact’ (Gupta 1992:41).  I believe there is a difference between the 
two particles.  
 
It is also not helpful to say that the two particles have the same function without 
explaining how a user is able to differentiate the two particles and be able to interpret 
them correctly in discourse. Suppose someone (the speaker of [53]) is not willing to 
go out with another. She may express her intention in various ways as shown in [53a] 
to [53e]. The utterance chosen will depend, for example, on what the speaker wants to 
convey specifically to the hearer.  For example, it may be in the form of a very strong 
injunction as in [53e]. It may be helpful to look at a speaker’s intended meaning of 
particle-appended utterances and how the hearer is able to interpret these utterances 
(the focus of this study).  
 
[53] I don’t want to go out.        (Constructed examples) 
 a.  I am tired. 
b.  It’s going to pour. 
 c. Why can’t you go alone? 
   d. You’re so dependent on me! 
   e. Stop bothering me.           
 
Wong (1994) claims that the what particle is used to contradict something that is 
inferred from a given proposition. Consider the following example [54] taken from 
Wong (1994:59). 
 
[54] B wishes that he were good-looking. A assures him that he is. 
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 B:  I wish I were good-looking. 
 A:  But you are wut. 
 
In [54], B wishes that he were good-looking; a statement that indicates the assumption 
that the person is not good-looking. A does not think that B is not good-looking and 
contradicts this assumption by saying that B is good-looking (Wong 1994). However, 
the claim that what is used to contradict something may be too narrow as it would not 
be able to account for the following data: 
 
[55] A: Beng Choon uh  
        B: Oh he is he is from Penang 
        A: He is from Penang what.             (ICE-SIN-S1A-050) 
 
[56] B:  When are you going to do this? 
A:  Anytime you are free what 
B:   Sure okay.              (ICE-SIN-S1A-094) 
 
In both [55] and [56], A does not actually contradict anything in B’s utterance.  In the 
former, B exclaims that Beng Choon is from Penang. A repeats the proposition that 
Beng Choon is from Penang and adds the particle what to indicate an emotion or an 
attitude, perhaps. Similarly, in [56], the what particle that A attaches to her utterance 
does not indicate any contradiction as A’s utterance is an answer to B’s question when 
they can have high tea together. In these examples, what indicates something intended 
by the speaker and she hopes that the use of the particle would help the hearer to 
arrive at the intended interpretation.  
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From the above, it can be seen that the what particle (like lah) is highly versatile. It 
also appears to have several contrastive functions, such as indicating an objection; 
providing an explanation; offering a suggestion; introducing an assertion or 
confirmation, or registering a contradiction. One wonders if there is one particle what 
or several distinct particles. In the literature so far, what does have different 
interpretations and performs different roles under different contexts. But, none of 
these researchers could provide a clear explanation why the same particle could 
always fulfil different roles in different contexts.  
 
2.5.8  Ah and hah 
 
Gupta (1992) states that ah has the highest frequency. In this section, I will consider 
ah and hah together as they have rather similar functions and in a lot of instances they 
are interchangeable. Wong (2001) identifies several ah38 particles in SCE: 
perlocutionary ah, vocative ah, emphatic ah and ah as a question marker.  
 
The perlocutionary ah can be attached to interrogatives as in What are you doing ah? 
(Wong 2001:10), declaratives (e.g. I borrow your pen ah) and imperatives (e.g. Take 
care ah) and ‘allows the speakers to maintain continuity in conversation’ (Wong 
2001:11). Gupta mentions a similar function of the ah particle when she states that the 
particle ‘keeps the interlocutors in contact’ (1992:45). The ah attached to 
interrogatives appears to be similar to Gan’s (2000) wh-question hah, as in What is 
the price hah? However, they perform different functions. Gan states that the wh-
question hah adds emphasis and reinforces the interrogative.  
                                                 
38 Wong writes the ah particle as ‘a’. 
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According to Wong, the second ah particle is the vocative ah (e.g. Mary ah) which is 
like the English Hey, Mary. The next ah particle is the emphatic ah as in The keys ah, 
I put here (Wong 2001:15) and That one ah, very nice (Gupta 1992:52). This ah 
appears to be similar in function to the hah particle in [57]. 
 
[57] And he hah, to bridge worlds…            (ICE-SIN-S2A-029) 
 
Ah and hah in this syntactic environment can be said to function as a focussing 
device. 
 
Another discourse particle in SCE, hor, appears to share the same syntactic 
environment as the emphatic or focussing ah or hah. Consider The VCD hor, is spoilt. 
However, it is not used to show emphasis (cf. Section 5.4).  
 
Ah (and hah) spoken in a low tone, is often used as a question marker (Wong 2001; 
Gan 2000). Gan (2000) is the first to provide a detailed account of hah. The first hah 
particle is the polar question hah which is found in clause-final positions of 
declaratives, for example, Mary gave you flowers hah?  The function of the particle is 
to turn the utterance into a polar question. Similarly, Gupta states that hah occurs in 
interrogatives (Gupta 1992:47). The following example is by Gupta (1992). 
 
[58] MG:  Do you go to school? 
 YG:   Yes. 
  MG:   You go to school hah?  Which school? 
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Ah can be used instead of hah in You go to school hah? and functions similarly as a 
question marker when spoken in a low tone, meaning Do you go to school? However, 
when spoken in a rising tone, the utterance You go to school ah/hah? becomes a 
reminder to the hearer to take the appropriate action. 
 
According to Gan (2000), there is another hah particle which is the repair hah.  
 
[59] Context:  C and D are talking about the lottery draw. D is disappointed that he   
                 missed the first prize. 
     C:  You missed the 4D first prize by a single number. 
     D:  Hah?  How come so unlucky? 
     C:  Too bad. That’s life.            (Gan 2000:30) 
 
According to Gan, in [59], hah can be glossed as ‘Are you sure that I missed the 4D 
first prize by a single number?’ The particle is used as a repair device to elicit 
repetition or follow-up from the speaker in the previous speaker turn (C). Here, Hah 
appears to function like Eh? or Huh?   
 
Once again, the functions of ah and hah are varied and one wonders what is the 




This chapter has given a brief account of Singapore Colloquial English: its origins, 
development and its linguistic features. The feature that gives Singapore Colloquial 
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English its special flavour is the group of discourse particles which are loans from 
Southern China (Gupta 1992). It is this feature that is the focus of the current study. I 
have given a brief overview of the occurrences of the various Singapore Colloquial 
English particles and the syntactic positions they can occur in.  
 
Secondly, I have reviewed the major linguistic literature on discourse particles in 
Singapore Colloquial English.  As mentioned above (Section 2.4), the main trends 
arising from the previous studies are that the multifunctional accounts of the particles 
in Singapore Colloquial English are given without relating the functions of the 
particles one to another. Most of them lack a certain underlying theoretical framework 
and, in all the accounts, there is no attempt to explain unacceptable constructions. 
Adopting a relevance-theoretical framework, I will attempt to provide a unified 
account of the discourse particles, relating the various functions of each particle to 
another. In addition, I will relate the encoded meaning of the particles to the syntactic 
positions they occur and suggest explanations for impossible constructions. 
 
The account presents the description of the various functions of discourse particles in 
Singapore Colloquial English. It shows a development in this area from functional 
accounts on discourse particles to a semantic approach (Wong 1994, 2000) and a 
pragmatic approach (Gupta 1992).  None of the analyses uses a cognitive approach in 
the discussion.  Against this background, I have adopted the relevance theoretic 
framework in the study of discourse particles. This account regards inference guided 
by a general pragmatic principle as the device in the interpretation of discourse 
particles.  It considers the aim of gaining cognitive effects at justifiable cost as the 









The present study aims at describing discourse particles in Singapore Colloquial 
English in terms of their communicative functions and how they are interpreted in 
contemporary speech. The analysis requires a theoretical basis that can adequately 
explain the variety of functions associated with the use of discourse particles in SCE 
discourse.  An extensive portion of this investigation is given to explaining the 
contribution that the discourse particles, meh, hor, and lah39, make to utterance 
interpretation. The account argued here is a unitary one, in which inferences 
(pragmatic) play a more considerable role than those that are done in multifunctional 
alternatives. In order to do so, I will need a theoretical framework that serves as an 
adequate means to account for the interpretation of discourse particles and one that 
can provide for a unified account of the particles. The motivation for a unitary 
account stems from a basic hypothesis about human cognition. The unitary account 
follows from Grice’s Modified Occam’s Razor40, that on the basis of cognitive 
economy concerning the storage of information, a unitary account is preferred over a 
polysemous one. I find that relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1995), with a view 
of utterance understanding in which the consideration of cognitive economy extends 
to utterance interpretation, provides an adequate framework for this task. An in-depth 
                                                 
39 As mentioned previously (Section 2.3.1.1), the reasons for the restricted focus (analyses of three 
selected SCE discourse particles) include contrast between the discourse particles, frequency of 
occurrences, amount of research done on the particles, and constraints of time and space. 
40 Grice’s Modified Occam’s Razor, ‘Avoid multiplying senses (or polysemous facets) without 
necessity’, cut back on a growing conflation of (linguistic) meaning with use (Grice 1989:47). What 
Grice is saying is: avoid multiplying senses (or polysemous facets) without necessity. 
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study of discourse particles in SCE involves the three main issues raised in Chapter 1. 
To recapitulate, the three issues are: 
 
1) To have a unitary account of the meaning of the particles. 
2) To relate this meaning to the different functions or uses of the particles.  
3) To explain the ill-formed constructions of certain discourse particles. 
 
Relevance theory, as we will see, provides adequate tools for the researcher to deal 
with the three issues mentioned above. 
 
Relevance theory is developed out of the code model and Grice’s pragmatic theory41, 
but differs from them in various aspects42.  
 
From Aristotle through to modern semiotics, all theories of 
communication were based on a single model, which we will call the 
code model. According to the code model, communication is achieved 
by encoding and decoding messages. Recently, several philosophers, 
namely Paul Grice and David Lewis, have proposed a quite different 
model, which we will call the inferential model. According to the 
inferential model, communication is achieved by producing and 
interpreting evidence…we will propose what we hope is an improved 
inferential model. However, we do not regard this model as the basis 
for a general theory of communication…we will show instead how it 
                                                 
41 Grice viewed communication as intentional behaviour. Understanding an utterance is recognizing the 
intentions behind it. For Grice, utterance interpretation need not involve any code. The main 
contribution from Grice to pragmatics is to show how the pragmatic inference process may go. 
42 According to Grice, the communicator (in overt communication) is seen to be aiming at certain 
standards and these are described in his Co-operative Principle and Maxims. A main difference 
between Grice’s framework and relevance-theoretic framework is that speakers are assumed to be 
cooperative because they are assumed to be aware of rational norms; while in relevance-theory, 
speakers are assumed to aim at being optimally relevant, which implies that cooperation takes place 
only when required to produce relevance (Sperber and Wilson 1995: 31-38, 161-163). Another 
fundamental distinction is between saying and implicating. For Grice, what is said refers to the truth-
conditional content of utterances, that is, what is explicitly said (Levinson 1983:97). What is implicated 
is everything communicated by an utterance that is not said. Comparative accounts of speech act theory 
and relevance theory can be found, inter alia, in Infantidou 2001, and Dominicy and Franken 2001. 
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can be combined with a code model to provide an explanatory account 
of verbal communication. 
          (Sperber and Wilson 1995:2-3) 
 
In relevance theory, communication is based on two types of communication 
processes: ‘one based on coding and decoding, the other on ostension and inference’ 
(Sperber and Wilson 1995:176). A significant point to note at this juncture is that the 
communication process is ‘subservient to the inferential process’ (ibid: 176). Still at a 
relatively early stage of development, relevance theory has provided a useful 
framework for a substantial variety of research, for example, Blass (1990); Blakemore 
(1992, 1996, 2002); Itani (1993, 1998); Infantidou (1994, 2001); Wilson (1994); 
Sperber and Wilson (1995); Andersen (1998, 2000); Rouchota (1998); Jucker and Ziv 
(1998); Carston and Uchida (1998); Žegarac and Clark (1999); and Carston (2002). In 
this chapter I give a brief overview of the theory, with emphasis on those of its 
features which are essential for the study of discourse particles in SCE, namely, the 
principles of relevance, inference in utterance interpretation, context, procedural and 
conceptual meanings, truth-conditionality and higher-level explicatures.  
 
The meanings of linguistic expressions such as discourse particles are partly 
linguistically encoded and partly pragmatically inferred. We will be considering what 
light relevance theory might shed on the role of pragmatic inference in discourse 
particles in SCE. Relevance theorists have proposed new ways of looking at non-
truth- conditional expressions such as but, also, by considering the distinction 
between conceptual and procedural meaning; I will be investigating what light this 
distinction may shed on the meaning of discourse particles in SCE. In conjunction 
with this, the notion of constraints on relevance (Blakemore 1987) in the 
interpretation phase of utterance comprehension is essential and I will give a short 
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description on it. Though there is a substantial ‘amount of research that has been 
inspired by the notion of procedural meaning, the notion remains relatively poorly 
understood’ (Blakemore 2002:4). This study addresses the question of testing a 
linguistic entity for procedural meaning and suggests a test that can distinguish a 
discourse connective and a discourse particle (as defined in this study, see Section 
1.1). The test involves whether discourse connectives or discourse particles are 
reflected in indirect speech. In changing direct to indirect speech, it appears that 
speakers make the necessary changes (e.g. back-shift changes, verb changes and 
distancing rules) but leave out the discourse particles such as lah, whereas the 
discourse connectives remain. For example, Come with us lah (example from survey, 
Appendix B) is changed to He asked her to go with them (indirect speech) where lah 
is left out.  
 
Relevance theorists have also thrown new light on the distinction between explicit and 
implicit communication; we will consider on which side of the distinction discourse 
particles in SCE fall. Related to this distinction is the notion of higher-level 
explicatures which is crucial to this study. Knowing on which side of the 
explicit/implicit distinction that discourse particles in SCE fall can help shed light 
further on how discourse particles are interpreted in discourse. The discussion will lay 
the groundwork for a detailed consideration of how discourse particles in SCE are 






3.1.1 Cognitive activity and relevance 
 
In our everyday life, we constantly modify our beliefs about the world according to our 
understanding of it. For example, if I wanted to borrow a book entitled Who moved 
my cheese? from the National University of Singapore Library and found that the 
book was not there, I would not attempt to make the journey to the library unless I 
was informed that the book had been returned to the shelves. In this case, naturally, I 
would use the newer information about the status of the book I wanted (i.e. it was not 
in the library) to avoid wasting my effort a second time. 
 
Anything in the world43 can be an information source for us. However, in our 
practical day-to-day living, we respond only to a small sub-set of the entities in the 
world, depending on the relevance of that entity on a certain occasion. In a shopping 
mall, I would not normally pay attention to shops dealing with wedding gowns. It is 
only if I was planning my, or someone else’s, wedding that boutiques with wedding 
gowns become relevant44 to me. 
 
The human cognitive system is geared towards picking out relevant information and 
the more relevant, the better. It has been developed to turn our attention to the most 




                                                 
43 World is defined as consisting of anything which can be represented in the mind, including existing 
mental representations.  
44 Thus far I have used relevant in a pre-theoretic sense. In time it will be defined technically. 
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3.1.2 Relevance and ostensive communication 
 
Human beings are efficient information-processing devices (Sperber and Wilson 
(1995:46). As human beings, we automatically respond more readily to some of the 
information sources than others. These responses are often based on the instinct for 
survival. For example, a sudden loud screech, a blinding light, an unusual smell or a 
loud cry will alert our senses and attract our attention because these have proved 
through past experiences to be indicators of threats to our lives. Carston (1988:59) 
states that ‘responses to these are frequently of survival value and reflect a relevance-
directed adaptation of the perceptual system’. We are constantly subjected to 
information and stimuli that may have effects on our cognitive environment. 
However, we are able to differentiate between information that is relevant to us and 
information that is not. We are conditioned to ‘turn [our] attention to what seems most 
relevant to [us]’ (Sperber and Wilson 1995:50). In like manner, we respond to 
utterances because we know they are instances of ostensive behaviour45. 
 
Ostensive communication takes various forms, including gesturing and pointing.  A 
communicator who engages in ostensive communication will attract the addressee’s 
attention in the hope of successful communication. For example, we would naturally 
respond to a friend’s encouraging look or touch, knowing that her non-verbal action is 
worth our attention. In a similar way, we would willingly put in some effort in 
processing the utterances addressed to us, believing that there is adequate relevant 
information for us to recover in them for our benefit46.  
 
                                                 
45 In some cases, e.g. eavesdropping, we pay attention to utterances not even addressed to us. 
46 This behaviour need not be a conscious one. 
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In processing information, we make use of a cognitive mechanism (such as the mind) 
that expects to gain some effects in return for expending effort. This principle 
underlies cognition in general and is crucial to human communication.  
 
Human information processing, of which utterance interpretation is a 
particular case, adheres to a cost versus benefit principle according to 
which people, as information processors, seek adequate contextual 
effects (that is, modifications to an individual's information base) for 
minimum processing effort. 
         (Nicolle 2003:347) 
 
The communicator’s act of ostensive communication indicates that the information 
she is providing is worth the addressee’s attention and expects him to make an effort 
to process it. To make certain that her intended meaning47 gets across to her 
addressee, she needs to form her utterance in a manner that will ensure its efficient 
interpretation. The intention will be that the addressee will gain enough contextual 
effects without wasteful effort. This fact in human communication is stated as ‘every 
act of ostensive communication communicates a presumption of its own optimal 
relevance’ (Sperber and Wilson 1995: 266).  
 
In ostensive communication, the communicator expresses not only information about 
something, but she also expresses her intention to make this information manifest to 
an individual. This is to say that communication involves intention; that is, it concerns 
the communicator’s intention to affect the cognitive environment of the addressee in 
one way or another. It makes sense, then to distinguish between ostensive 
communication and one that is accidental. An example would be the conflicting 
                                                 
47 As speakers, we intend our hearers to recognise our intention to inform them of some state of affairs. 
The description of communication in terms of intentions and inferences is, in a way, commonsensical 
(Wilson and Sperber 1995:23). 
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information provided by someone with red eyes, a sign of her excessive crying, but 
who resolutely proclaims I’ve gotten over my recent breakup. The latter stimulus was 
deliberate but conveys markedly different information from the accidental stimulus of 
the former. Both acts of communication may be relevant to an individual but only the 
latter is ostensively and intentionally communicated. 
 
Every act of ostensive communication creates, on the one hand, a presumption of 
adequate contextual effect, and a presumption of minimally necessary processing 
effort on the other. An utterance can be more or less relevant depending on the 
strength of the contextual effects gained and the processing costs required. The higher 
the contextual effects, the greater the relevance; the greater the processing effort, the 
smaller the relevance. Thus, to explain how the multi-functions of SCE discourse 
particles are related, the analysis will need to take into account the kinds of contextual 
effects the discourse particles produce and the amount of processing effort required.  
This task will be elaborated on in Chapters 4-6. For now I will turn to the central ideas 
of relevance theory, that is, to the two principles of relevance. 
 
3.1.3 The principles of relevance 
 
According to Sperber and Wilson (1995:41), human beings attend to some 
phenomena rather than others and they represent these phenomena to each other in 
one way rather than another. Our perceptual input systems have evolved through the 
years in such a way that they respond to stimuli likely to yield contextual effects, 
converting them into inputs for the inferential systems. These systems then integrate 
the inputs with some accessible assumptions to achieve as many effects as possible. 
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As suggested by Sperber and Wilson, these choices are governed by a Cognitive 
Principle of Relevance: 
 
Human cognition tends to be geared to the maximisation of relevance. 
            
   (Wilson and Sperber 2004:609) 
 
This suggests that people tend to pay attention to the most relevant (in the pre-
theoretic sense) phenomena and they tend to process the information available in the 
most pertinent way. In other words, human cognition is relevance-oriented: we pay 
heed to information that seems relevant to us. This also answers the question ‘when 
will the hearer stop processing information?’ The hearer, when processing an 
utterance, will naturally stop processing it when he finds an interpretation that has 
achieved an adequate range of contextual effects. A communicator, when producing 
an utterance, must make sure that her utterance will not put the hearer to unnecessary 
processing effort. Any increase in unnecessary processing effort of the addressee will, 
according to Sperber and Wilson (1995:29) firstly bring about an increase of a risk of 
misunderstanding; and secondly, it would cause a decrease in the level of relevance.  
 
The assumption that people tend to heed the most relevant information has a 
consequence for the theory of communication. The claim is that the very act of 
communication; of getting the hearer’s attention, tells the hearer that the information 
offered is relevant enough to be worth his attention. In other words, every act of 
communication48 creates an expectation of relevance (Sperber and Wilson 1995:266). 
This is captured by the Communicative Principle of Relevance: 
                                                 
48 Communication is used to refer to ostensive communication unless otherwise stated. 
 
 96
Every ostensive stimulus conveys a presumption of its own optimal 
relevance. 
          (Wilson and Sperber 2004:610) 
 
The speaker in addressing someone communicates that her utterance is the most 
relevant one compatible with her abilities and preferences, and is adequately relevant 
to be worth the hearer’s processing effort. The communicative principle of relevance 
explains what happens during inferential verbal communication. Inferential verbal 
comprehension starts with the linguistically encoded form. The goal of pragmatics is 
to explain how the hearer bridges the gap between the linguistically encoded form and 
the full intended interpretation of the utterance. The communicative principle is 
applied automatically to the processing of verbal inputs. The hearer takes the structure 
obtained by linguistic decoding, follows a path of least effort to enrich the structure, 
until the resulting interpretation meets his expectations of relevance, at which point he 
stops.  
 
This assumption of relevance in communication is not something that people 
necessarily know or learn, in order to communicate successfully. In this it differs from 
other pragmatic principles, maxims49 or rules proposed in pragmatics (Sperber and 
Wilson 1995). This view of communication does not assume that communication has 
                                                 
49 Grice’s four conversational maxims are: 
Quantity: Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current purpose of the  
   exchange. 
   Do not make your contribution more informative than required. 
Quality: Try to make your contribution one that is true. 
 Do not say what you believe to be false. 
 Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence. 
Relation: Be relevant. 
Manner: Be perspicuous. 
 Avoid obscurity of expression. 
 Avoid ambiguity. 
 Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity). 
 Be orderly.          (Grice 1989:26-27) 
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to be cooperative in the Gricean sense (that is, other than that of understanding and 
being understood, the speaker and hearer need not share a common purpose). What is 
at the core of communicative behaviour (also the core of cognition) is the pursuit of 
relevance. Besides the Communicative Principle of Relevance, another notion central 
to relevance-theoretic pragmatics is the notion of relevance. 
 
According to Sperber and Wilson (1995:191), relevance is defined as ‘a property of 
input to cognitive processes’. Relevance is seen as a combination of the effects gained 
and the cost of processing the utterance. A newly presented piece of information 
(input) is relevant to an individual if it is worth his effort to process it. In other words, 
the relevance of a newly presented piece of information to an individual is an outcome 
of effect and effort.  
 
Relevance of an input to an individual: 
 
a. Other things being equal, the greater the positive cognitive effects achieved by 
processing an input, the greater the relevance of the input to the individual at that 
time. 
b. Other things being equal, the greater the processing effort expended, the lower the 
relevance of the input to the individual at that time.  
               (Wilson and Sperber 2004:608) 
 
The concept of relevance can be represented as follows: 
 
i)  Relevance     ∞   Effect 
 
          1  
ii)  Relevance    ∞    -------  
                  Effort 
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In i), Relevance is directly proportional to Effect. This means that for maximum 
relevance (other things being equal), the utterance should give maximum contextual 
effect. For instance, the utterance Fire will have maximum effect for someone who is 
in the building and thus, Fire will have maximum relevance for that person. The 
utterance Fire may not have maximum effect for someone walking by the building. In 
ii), Relevance is inversely proportional to Effort. This means that for maximum 
relevance, effort has to be minimum. The processing effort in constructing contexts 
depends on how difficult it is to recover the contextual assumptions needed to process 
the utterance. Take for example, the utterances [1a] and [1b], heard in a language 
class for 17-year-olds in Singapore. 
 
[1] a.  She utilised her new SK-II Facial Treatment Cleanser to wash the stubborn  
     waterproof porphyrin make-up off her face and proceeded to slide into her  
    oversize leopard-skin  Phuture London vest. 
b.  She used her new Cleanser to wash her face and put on her vest. 
                
It takes more effort to process [1a] than [1b] because [1a] is more complex than [1b] 
syntactically as well as more demanding than [1b] cognitively (e.g. the complicated 
brand names). The comparison between [1a] and [1b] shows that there are some ways 
to decide whether one utterance requires more effort to process than another. Though 
there are occasions when people are not capable of expressing themselves clearly and 
thus put the addressee to some unjustifiable effort, the norm is that extra effort 
deliberately demanded by the communicator indicates extra effects50. Thus, 
                                                 
50 For [1a], the communicator may put the addressee to extra trouble in order to achieve some special 
effects that [1b] lacks, e.g. the brand-name snobbery of the character being described. 
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comparing [1a] and [1b], [1b] will have more relevance as it requires lesser 
processing effort than [1a].  
 
One of the things the discourse particles in SCE do is that they reduce the effort on 
the hearer’s part in interpreting the utterances (see Chapter 4). To better understand 
what the above means, in the next section, I will elaborate further on cognitive effect 
and processing effort.   
 
3.1.4 Cognitive effect and processing effort 
 
Within the relevance-theoretical account of communication, the communicator 
constructs her message with a guarantee of relevance, i.e. to modify the existing 
assumptions of the audience. Conversely, a hearer assumes that what is said to him 
will be relevant to him when it interacts with his existing assumptions about the world 
and yields some cognitive effects (also contextual effects). In other words, the 
information is relevant to a hearer if it interacts in a certain way with the hearer’s 
existing assumptions about the world.  
An input (a sight, a sound, an utterance, a memory) is relevant to an 
individual when it connects with background information he has 
available to yield conclusions that matter to him; say, by answering a 
question he had in mind, improving his knowledge on a certain topic, 
settling a doubt, confirming a suspicion, or correcting a mistaken 
impression. In relevance-theoretic terms, an input is relevant to an 
individual when its processing in a context of available assumptions 
yields a positive cognitive effect51.    
   (Wilson and Sperber 2004:608) 
                                                 
51 The notion of a positive cognitive effect is needed to distinguish between information that merely 
SEEMS to the individual to be relevant and information that actually IS relevant. Some of our beliefs 
may be false and would prefer not to waste our effort drawing false conclusions. An efficient cognitive 
system is one which tends to pick out genuinely relevant inputs, yielding genuinely true conclusions 
(Wilson and Sperber 2004:628).  
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There are three ways (positive cognitive effects) in which newly presented 
information may interact with existing assumptions, and hence achieve relevance.  
 
Contextual effects are achieved by: 
1) combining with existing information to yield a contextual implication, that is, a 
conclusion which can be derived from a combination of the new information 
and the context. 
2) modifying the degree of confidence with which a hearer entertains certain 
assumptions which are manifest in his cognitive environment: an existing 
assumption can be strengthened. 
3) contradicting or eliminating an existing assumption. 
 
Firstly, newly perceived information can be integrated with existing assumptions to 
give a contextual implication. Consider the following: 
 
You are in a restaurant, and have been served a bowl of soup. You think: 
 
[2a] The soup is cold. 
 
The new information in [2a] is relevant in a context containing the assumption [2b]. 
 
[2b] If the soup is cold, I will not drink it. 
 
The information in [2a] interacts in a certain way with the existing assumption [2b] to 
yield [2c] which is called a contextual implication. 
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[2c] The speaker will not drink the soup. 
 
In other words, the new information [2a] is processed in the context – assumption 
[2b]. In general, an utterance is relevant in any context in which it has contextual 
implications. The greater the contextual effects, the greater the relevance. 
 
Secondly, our assumptions about the world vary in their strength, that is, we may have 
more or less evidence for our assumptions. New information can make old 
assumptions stronger or more manifest. Consider [3a]. 
 
You are in the restaurant and have been served a bowl of soup with no steam rising 
from it. You form the hypothesis that: 
 
[3a] The soup is cold. 
 
On touching the soup bowl, you discover that: 
 
[3b] The soup IS cold. 
 
[3b] is a fact. The new information [3b] confirms, or strengthens, your existing 
assumption [3a]. It is also relevant to you in a context containing (existing) 
assumption [3a]. [3b] is relevant because it strengthens your prior assumption. In 
general, new information is relevant in any context in which it strengthens an existing 
assumption. It follows then that the more assumptions it strengthens, the more 
relevant it will be. 
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Finally, new information may achieve relevance by contradicting or eliminating, an 
existing assumption, and resulting in weakening any conclusion previously derived 
from the existing assumption.  
 
In the restaurant, you have been served with a bowl of soup with no steam rising from 
it. This time, when you touched the soup bowl, you found that it was hot. You 
discover that actually: 
 
 [4a] The soup is hot. 
 
The fact in [4a] contradicts, and eventually eliminates your existing assumption [3a]. 
When new and existing assumptions contradict each other, the weaker of the two is 
discarded. In general, new information is relevant in any context in which it 
contradicts, and leads to the elimination of, an existing assumption. The more 
assumptions it eliminates, the more relevant it will be. 
 
The above three cases show the three ways in which new information can be relevant 
in a context of existing assumptions. To sum up, I have just illustrated the 
comparative definition of relevance: new information is relevant in any context in 
which it has contextual effects, and the greater its contextual effects, the more 
relevant it will be. 
 
Next, let us consider the following scenario. If a range of different items of 
information produces exactly the same contextual effects, which one would we 
choose? Take for example the following: 
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An itinerary to the Canadian Rockies that is nicely type-written and one that is written 
by hand.  
 
The contextual effects of both items are equal but the latter is harder to decipher, 
hence, it requires more effort. As mentioned by Sperber and Wilson (1995), the 
factors known to affect the processing effort needed to derive the contextual effects of 
an utterance are: 
 
a) frequency of use   
b) recentness of use 
c) linguistic complexity of the utterance 
d) logical complexity of the utterance 
e) accessibility of the context 
f) size of the context 
 
By including the notion of processing effort into the definition of relevance, we are 
able to take the above factors into account in explaining how utterances are 
understood and assessed. To illustrate further, suppose John asked Penny how much 
would a penthouse in a prime district cost. In answering, Penny may say one of the 
following: 
 
[5] a.  The penthouse costs $885 690 after discount. 
 b.  The penthouse costs $900 000 after discount. 
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[5a] is more relevant than [5b] for reasons of effort. The contextual effects of [5a] and 
[5b] are the same, but more effort is needed to process [5b]. 
 
The assessment of relevance of newly presented information depends on two factors: 
a) Contextual effects: the greater the effects, the greater the relevance 
b) Processing effort needed to recover those effects: the smaller the effort, the 
greater the relevance. 
 
Thus, other things being equal, the greater the contextual effects, the greater the 
relevance; the smaller the processing effort, the greater the relevance of the input. 
 
In ostensive communication, the speaker and the hearer aim at achieving what 
Sperber and Wilson call ‘optimal relevance’. According to Smith and Wilson, an 
utterance, on a given interpretation, is optimally relevant if and only if: 
a. it achieves enough effects to be worth the hearer’s attention; 
      b.   it puts the hearer to no gratuitous effort in achieving those effects. 
(Smith and Wilson 1992:5) 
 
In other words, optimal relevance can be described as the greatest contextual effect 
for the least processing effort.   
 
We have established that achieving relevance involves on the one hand yielding 
adequate contextual effects, and on the other, making cognitive effort. Processing 
could possibly continue endlessly, but it has to stop somewhere. When does the hearer 
stop and how much effort does he have to put in? The answer to the two questions lies 
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in Sperber and Wilson’s (1995: 262) claim, ‘human cognition tends to be organised so 
as to maximise relevance’. The hearer, when processing an utterance, will naturally 
stop processing it when he finds an interpretation has achieved an adequate range of 
contextual effects.  
 
3.2 Discourse particles and utterance interpretation 
 
For the rest of this chapter, I will show how the communicative principle of relevance 
can shed light on the interpretation of utterances containing discourse particles. 
Applying the relevance theoretic view of utterance interpretation to our analyses of 
SCE discourse particles may reveal further insights on our understanding of the 
particles. In the following section, I give a brief account of what utterance 
interpretation is. 
 
3.2.1 Utterance interpretation 
 
If you were shown the sketch of a man standing on a path in the middle of the sea 
with some men behind him, you would be able to make some sense of it. The sketch 
may be something like Moses parting the Red Sea for the Israelites to go across, and 
the men are the Egyptian soldiers chasing the Israelites. How are we able to do this? 
How is it that from the scribbles we are able to form a coherent scene? It is a kind of 
miracle: from a scribble of lines, you and I are able to form a coherent scene. The 
sketcher (of the Moses sketch) is making use of the fact that we are built to see three-
dimensional scenes in scribbles on a plane surface. He is also relying on cultural 
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conventions about how to represent scenes in drawings and common background 
knowledge (Levinson 2000).  
 
The important point is that the sketch is presented as a representation of a scene, not 
as scratch marks on paper.  This indicates that there is a kind of convention between 
the sketcher and viewer that warrants looking at the representational details. In other 
words, there is an assumption of the sketcher, that with proper attention at the lines 
and curves, we should be able to recover the sketcher’s intentions. 
 
An utterance is similar to the Moses sketch. It is not a snapshot of a scene it describes, 
as it were, although truth conditions may lead us to suppose the contrary. Given the 
way we are built and the cultural conventions that specify a certain language and its 
appropriate usage, we are indispensably led, at least in most cases, to a common 
understanding. ‘It is the apparent deterministic nature of this process that underlie the 
miracle’ (Levinson 2000:4). An utterance such as ‘He’ll be home soon’ is sketchy like 
the Moses’ drawing.  We effortlessly recover the various appropriate interpretations 
of the utterance in its different contexts.  For example, in a certain context, the 
utterance could be interpreted as ‘George Bush will be back in the White House the 
next day’. 
 
This mind-reading capability of humans is a widely observed fact: we are able to 
attribute intentions, desires, and beliefs to each other and we are constantly doing it. 
Just like we make sense of the Moses sketch, and create a coherent scene of it, in 
trying to interpret utterances and other kinds of ostensive behaviour, we recognise our 
interactor’s communicative intention. We make known our intention to say  ‘I want 
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you to know that I want you to know something, that I want to ask you something, 
that I desire something of you, etc.’ 
 
Issues of cognitive processing have played an explicit role in only one pragmatic 
theory so far: Relevance theory (Levinson 2000:5). Relevance theory provides a 
cognitive perspective on utterance interpretation. A known fact about humans is that 
they are rational processors of information. Rationality involves not only one’s ability 
to derive conclusions from premises but also the ‘ability to allocate one’s cognitive 
resources efficiently’ (Sperber et al 1995:44), hence increasing the chances of 
successful processing. The assumption that humans are rational is taken into account 
in current theories of cognition.  Current theories of cognition also recognise that 
information processing involves a certain effort on the part of the processor. 
Furthermore, an increase in computational effort reduces the chances of a task of 
being processed successfully. Cognitive theories such as Fodor’s (1983) modularity 
hypothesis and the Minimalist programme in syntax (Chomsky 1993), assume that 
processing of information is compelled by the need to achieve successful outcomes, 
and the need to do so in the most efficient manner possible.  
 
The interpretation of utterances is a complex task. In order to grasp the meaning of 
what is ostensibly communicated, hearers need to call to mind several types of 
knowledge. The types of linguistic knowledge that are required in utterance 
comprehension include syntax, semantics, and pragmatics. In other words, 
understanding an utterance involves linguistic decoding (inherent meaning of 
linguistic expressions) as well as inference (meaning derived from contextual factors). 
According to Wilson (1994), it takes into account the following: 
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a. what the speaker intended to say 
b. what was implied by the speaker 
c. the intended attitude of the speaker to what was said and implied 
d.  the intended context 
 
In other words, the intended interpretation of an utterance is the intended explicit 
content, contextual assumptions and implications, and the speaker’s intended attitude 
to these (Wilson 1994). In utterance interpretation, the hearer begins by decoding the 
utterance linguistically, which often involves reference assignment, disambiguation 
and enrichment. If the hearer does not find the explicit context optimally relevant, he 
will search for other contextual assumptions (by calling to mind accessible premises) 
which will enable him to reach the intended conclusion.  Consider [6]. 
 
[6] The coach was cold. 
 
In [6], the sentence is ambiguous: coach can refer to someone who coaches a sport or 
to a vehicle, and cold can be a certain physical condition or a certain attitude.  In the 
right context, [6] is no longer ambiguous.  Consider the constructed examples [7a-b]. 
  
 [7] a.  We started basketball lessons last week.  
b.  The game was fun but the coach was cold. 
 
In addition to the ‘propositional content’ (Fraser 1996:167) encoded in utterances, 
there are also linguistic items that highlight the attitude of the speaker towards the 
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proposition (e.g. Frankly, I cannot help) or indicate the inferential route the speaker 
wants the hearer to take (e.g. as a desire for action Pass me the salt).  
 
On the one hand, a sentence typically encodes a proposition, perhaps 
complex, which represents a state of the world which the speaker 
wishes to bring to the addressee’s attention. The aspect of sentence 
meaning is generally referred to as the propositional content (or 
content meaning) of the sentence. On the other hand, there is 
everything else: Mood markers such as the declarative structure of the 
sentence, and lexical expressions of varying length and complexity.  
     (Fraser 1996:167) 
 
The expressions that are the interest of the present study are those that encode the 
attitude of the speaker towards the proposition. In utterance interpretation, discourse 
particles serve to help the hearer arrive at the speaker’s intended meaning, including 
her attitude towards what is said.   In other words, discourse particles help to facilitate 
the inferential stage of pragmatic processes. Generally, the use and meaning of 
discourse particles often depend on a conceptual unit. However, the conceptual unit 
need not be linguistically denoted in the previous discourse, for example, in 
Blakemore’s (1987) example, [8], the following is said to a hearer who comes into the 
room carrying many parcels: 
 
[8] So you’ve spent all your money.           (Blakemore 1987:106) 
 
In [8], the use of so relies on mutual manifest assumptions, that is, thoughts held to be 
true by the speaker.  Here, the underlying assumptions are due to visual stimuli (the 
speaker can see that the hearer is carrying loads of parcels). The use of these discourse 
particles is not activated by propositional meaning that is explicitly stated. A further 
point to note is that although discourse particles can exist independently, they need to 
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be interpreted in a contextual situation. In the following, I make use of SCE data to 
show that discourse particles cannot be interpreted in contextual isolation. Consider 
[9]: 
 
[9] Context:  B’s place of work is in Ang Mo Kio, a town in Singapore. She used 
to take a bus to work. When the Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) becomes 
available, she switches to the MRT. Ang Mo Kio and Yio Chu Kang 
mentioned in the conversation are MRT stations on the North-South line. Yio 
Chu Kang station is the next station after Ang Mo Kio on the line.  
         A: Ang Mo Kio eh? 
         B: Now I take the MRT up to Yio Chu Kang. 
         A: Hor?  
         B:  That’s why I <unclear>                    
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-035) 
 
In [9], since B works in Ang Mo Kio town, A thinks that B alights at Ang Mo Kio 
station. B corrects her and says that she takes the MRT up to Yio Chu Kang. the next 
station after Ang Mo Kio station. On hearing B’s utterance, A utters Hor? to signal 
that what she intends to communicate is ‘I thought you would alight at Ang Mo Kio 
station. Why did you alight at Yio Chu Kang?’ From the data, we see that B probably 
attempts to give a reason. Here, we see that although hor can be produced in 
grammatical isolation, it cannot be interpreted in contextual isolation. B, after hearing 
hor, is expected to provide propositional information that is desirable and relevant to 
the speaker, as signalled by the discourse particle hor. I will discuss further what hor 
signals in Chapter 5 where I give an in-depth analysis of the particle. 
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3.2.2 Semantics and pragmatics 
 
The current study takes the view that the meaning of the linguistic item in an 
utterance is derived by the addressee decoding the linguistic item and through 
inference. The encoded meaning is the semantic meaning. However, the encoded 
meaning of the discourse particles used in this study is equivalent to the constraints on 
the types of inferences (extralinguistic) drawn by the addressee in his attempt to 
understand the message communicated. In the current study, the encoded meaning of 
the discourse particles underdetermines the contribution of the particles to the overall 
meaning of the utterances. The process involved in linguistic semantics is the 
decoding of expressions in an utterance. Pragmatics is being concerned with ‘all those 
aspects of utterance meaning which depend on an interaction of linguistic meaning 
and contextual information, an interplay which is driven and constrained by principles 
of reasonable communicative behaviour’ (Carston (1994a:692). Thus, in relevance 
theory, the semantics/pragmatics distinction represents two different kinds of 
processes in utterance interpretation, namely the distinction between semantic 
decoding and pragmatic inference.  In this framework, linguistic semantics is about 
linguistic representations and computations while pragmatics is about non-linguistic 
semantic representations and computations. 
 
3.2.3 Inference and context  
 
A further notion that will be central to the arguments in this study is the relevance-
theoretic view of context which plays a crucial part in utterance interpretation. 
Ostensive stimulus communicated by an utterance is never interpreted in isolation, but 
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processed against a set of background assumptions. In the relevance-theoretic 
framework, context is seen as not just the surrounding co-text but as the cognitive 
environment of the hearer. ‘A context is a psychological construct, a subset of the 
hearer’s assumptions about the world’ (Sperber and Wilson 1995:15). In other words 
it is a set of assumptions actively entertained at the time (Carston 1994a:695). 
Assumptions are ‘thoughts52 treated by the individual as representations of the real 
world (as opposed to fictions, desires, or representations of representations’ (Sperber 
and Wilson 1995:2). The assumptions (say, A) include beliefs, information, opinions, 
and facts (Sperber and Wilson 1995:2). When A is shared by both interactors, it is 
described as mutually manifest (see 3.3.1). The commonly held view is that context is 
prior to interpretation, that is, the context for the comprehension of an utterance is 
given. Relevance theory offers an alternative view – that contexts are chosen, not 
given, and the choice is constrained by the consideration of relevance (Pilkington 
1991:54). 
 
At any given point of a conversation, the hearer’s cognitive environment consists of a 
large amount of background assumptions (e.g. knowledge from previous discourse, 
previous situation, encyclopaedic knowledge) and only a subset is activated in the 
interpretation of an utterance. The context is formed by assumptions from various 
sources. They can come from the hearer’s perception on the occasion, as in the case of 
interpreting unfortunately in [10]. 
 
                                                 
52 In relevance theory, thoughts are conceptual representations (as opposed to sensory representations 
or emotional states).  
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[10] Magdalene Wong coming in uh in the eighth position out of eight girls so far 
in this platform competition for diving. Uh, not a very good round of scores 
for Magdalene, unfortunately53.  
                 (ICE-SIN-S2A-013) 
 
[11] Before the next day dawned their journey to Mordor was over. The marshes 
and the desert were behind them54. Before them, darkling against a pallid sky, 
the great mountains reared their threatening heads.  
                          (Tolkien 2001:622) 
 
The assumptions can be retrieved from the hearer’s long-term or short-term memory 
as in the case of interpreting the expression them in [11], or assumptions that have 
been made manifest in previous utterances, or about the participants in the previous 
exchange, or the hearer’s perception, etc. However, context is not just any arbitrary 
subset of the entire set of assumptions available to the hearer. The criterion of the 
hearer selecting the right assumptions is constrained by the presumption of optimal 
relevance. The hearer chooses the context in which he is processing the utterance that 
will yield a maximum contextual effect for a minimal cost in processing. In other 
words, the hearer has to choose the set of assumptions that is the most immediately 
accessible to him and require the least processing effort at the given time when he is 
processing an utterance. To illustrate, let us consider the short exchange between a 
son, A and his father, B. 
                                                 
53 This is sometimes called an attitudinal adverbial (others include surprisingly and sadly) and is non-
truth conditional. Attitudinal adverbials ‘indicate the speaker’s attitude to the proposition that falls 
within their scope; they do not alter the truth-conditional status of this proposition in any way’ 
(Infantidou 2000:153). 
54 The addressee needs to recall that them refers to Gollum, Frodo and Sam (mentioned at the beginning 
of the previous chapter, Chapter II). 
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[12] A:  Can I play Counterstrike? 
 B:  You have your Maths exam tomorrow. 
 
In processing B’s utterance, the hearer A starts from the logical form of [12] 
constructed by linguistic decoding and enrichment. He needs to know that ‘have’ 
means ‘sit for‘ or ‘take’ (an examination) not ‘to possess’. He derives the 
propositional form, something like [13]. 
  
[13] He has to sit for his Maths exam the next day. 
 
Then, A will supply the contextual assumptions [14a-b] derived from his 
encyclopaedic knowledge to the proposition [13]. 
 
[14] a.   If someone has to sit for an examination in the near future, it means he  
      needs to study for it. 
b.  If someone needs to study for an examination, it means he is not allowed to  
      play computer games (e.g. Counterstrike). 
 
A then chooses the most accessible assumptions [13] and [14a-b], which in turn are to 
be used as the implicit premises for the derivation of the further contextual 
implication [15]. 
 
[15] B does not like the idea of A playing computer games before his Maths exam. 
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A then uses [15] as the implicit premise to derive the implicit conclusion [16], at 
which point he stops processing because the resulting interpretation has met his 
expectations of relevance. In other words, [16] has yielded adequate contextual effect, 
that is, A knows about B’s attitude towards his suggestion and the reason. 
 
 [16] B means A cannot play Counterstrike. 
 
The intended interpretation B expects A to recover by using his indirect answer is 
[16]. Instead of a simple yes or no, B puts A through extra effort by using an indirect 
answer. This means extra processing effort is required to interpret the utterance and 
the hearer expects it to yield extra contextual effects. By giving an indirect answer, B 
not only communicates his negative answer to A’s question, but also the reason for it 
(extra contextual effect). At this point, A stops processing because he has got the 
answer from B (i.e. No, he may not), and the reason for it (i.e. his Mathematics 
examination the next day).  
 
From the above, it can be clearly seen that the hearer’s choice of context is 
constrained by his assumption that the speaker is answering his question. The 
information that A needs in order to derive the conclusion is not given before B 
produces the utterance. In other words, it is not that B assumes that A will have the 
right context before his utterance, but that A will be able to construct it in the course 
of interpreting the utterance. 
 
The above example also illustrates the fact that contextual information is crucial to 
identifying the implicatures of an utterance and also the explicit meaning. Here, the 
 116
explicit content in B’s answer in [12] is being complemented at the implicit level by 
[14a-b] and [15]. As Wilson puts it, ‘[t]he mutual adjustment of explicit content and 
implicatures, constrained by expectations of relevance, is the central feature of 
relevance-theoretical pragmatics’ (Wilson 1999:720). And ‘the goal of a pragmatic 
theory is to explain how the hearer bridges the gap between the linguistically encoded 
logical form and the full intended interpretation of the utterance’ (ibid:719). The 
explicit meaning of an utterance consists of not only the proposition but also higher-
level explicatures, that is, information as to what speech act the utterance is used to 
perform and information also about speaker’s attitudes (Sperber and Wilson 1993). 
These notions and the implications to the study of discourse particles in SCE will be 
taken up in Section 3.3.2 and the chapters on the analysis of the particles (Chapters 4-
6). 
 
3.3 Verbal communication 
 
The discourse particles dealt with in the present study are found mainly in spoken 
communication. The set of assumptions that are communicated by verbal 
communication, unlike non-verbal communication (e.g. gestures), can be specified. 
When Jane looks upwards ostensibly to draw Tom’s attention to the sky, there is a 
whole host of ways in which Tom can construe her behaviour. That is, there is an 
unlimited number of interpretations (e.g. a plane in the sky, a beautiful day, five 
planets in alignment) that are similar in import and equally relevant which Tom could 
represent her behaviour to himself.  The set of assumptions communicated by Jane’s 
pointing can be stated in general terms and is indeterminate. But, with verbal 
communication, it is different. Although the linguistic analysis of an utterance is 
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pretty much underdetermined, verbal communication can certainly be more precise 
and complex than non-verbal communication. In verbal communication, the set of 
assumptions communicated is limited by various factors. The first factor is the 
grammar of the linguistic entities. Secondly, the semantic representations of the 
utterance may be different and each of these is a schema. Each of the schematic sense 
is quite different from the others. To illustrate, consider [17] 
 
[17] The item is hot. 
 
Let us say that the referents are contextually accessible. On the basis of the linguistic 
analysis of [17], the speaker may be asserting any of the following: 
 
[18] a.  The butter crab is selling fast. 
b.  The fried rice is selling fast. 
c.  The butter crab is too hot (temperature) to be eaten. 
d.  The fried rice is too hot (temperature) to be eaten. 
 
In interpreting [17], each of the above is linguistically and referentially possible. The 
interesting thing is that each of them is not equally consistent with the Principle of 
relevance. In addition, each alternative interpretation is distinguishable from the 
others and the addressee would usually know which one the speaker has intended. As 
mentioned above, the discourse particles in SCE are found mainly in conversations, 
that is, verbal communication. On this account, understanding the discourse particles 
in SCE involves knowing which interpretation the speaker has intended. The 
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discourse particles provide the linguistic input to the main part of the comprehension 
process. 
 
3.3.1 Cognitive environment, manifestness, explicatures and implicatures  
 
In order to understand what happens in verbal communication (where the discourse 
particles are found), we need to clarify two important notions: cognitive environment 
and mutual manifestness. These notions are significant in the current study, 
particularly in explicating the meanings encoded in the discourse particles in SCE. 
Human beings have several cognitive abilities, including sight and hearing. For each 
individual, there is an environment (visual or auditory) that is the set of all that can be 
seen or heard by him. What he can see or hear comes from his physical environment 
and his visual or auditory abilities. In communication, we are interested in the 
individual’s conceptual cognitive abilities. According to Sperber and Wilson 
(1995:39), a ‘cognitive environment of an individual is a set of facts that are manifest 
to him’. Just like auditory phenomena come from the physical environment and the 
auditory abilities of an individual, the cognitive environment is a function of the 
individual’s physical environment and his cognitive abilities. It follows then, that an 
individual’s total cognitive environment is the set of all the facts that he can discern or 
infer. This is the set that equals the set of all the facts that are manifest to him. Also, 
what auditory phenomena are for auditory cognition, manifest facts are for conceptual 
cognition. Thus, 
 
A fact is manifest to an individual at a given time if and only if he is 
capable at that time of representing it mentally and accepting its 
representation as true or probably true. 
            (Sperber and Wilson 1995:39) 
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‘Manifest’ refers to a psychological disposition which depends on the aspects of the 
environment. To be manifest is to be mentally representable and inferable. The 
speaker’s intention is to affect the cognitive environment of the addressee. For this to 
work, there must be a shared cognitive environment between the speaker and the 
addressee. In other words, there must be some overlap between the cognitive 
environment of the communicator and the hearer. This overlap is termed as ‘mutual 
manifestness’ (ibid:39). Sperber and Wilson (1995) argue that true communication 
takes place in the mutual cognitive environment of the speaker and the addressee. 
Thus, what makes communication possible is that the speaker produces an ostensive 
stimulus (linguistic entity, for example, a discourse particle) that provides the 
addressee with evidence from which the speaker’s informative intention can be 
inferred. 
 
In ostensive communication, an utterance is made with the aim of modifying the 
hearer’s environment. When Jane says [19] to Tom, a set of assumptions A is made 
manifest to him. 
 
[19] Jane: They are starting the dance. 
 
[20] Assumptions A 
(a) Someone has spoken. 
(b) Jane is at a party. 
(c) Jane is excited. 
(d) Jane has said the sentence ‘They are starting the dance’. 
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The linguistic stimulus triggers the decoding process. When an utterance is heard55, 
we naturally try to make sense of it by recovering the semantic representations of the 
utterance.  The process of linguistic decoding is similar to our reflex systems such as 
hearing, sight, and smell. When we say something to someone, verbal communication 
begins. How does the hearer know which interpretation of the utterance is intended?  
According to relevance theory, the correct interpretation of something communicated 
ostensibly is the ‘first accessible interpretation consistent with the Principle of 
relevance’ (Sperber and Wilson 1995:178).  
 
Let us suppose that Jane’s behaviour is an ordinary use of verbal communication, that 
is to say that she makes manifest the assumption [21]: 
 
[21] Jane has said to Tom ‘They’re starting the dance’. 
 
By saying [19], Jane intends to make manifest to Tom a set of assumptions.  Let us 
call it R. Thus, 
 
 R =  set of assumptions communicated by the utterance. 
 A =  set of assumptions made manifest by the utterance. 
 R is a subset of A 
 
R may include: 
[22] (a) Jane states that her friends will start the waltz, ‘Queen of my heart’, very 
soon. 
                                                 
55 This applies to overhearing as well. 
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(b) Jane believes that her friends will start the waltz, ‘Queen of my heart’, very 
soon. 
(c) The dance, ‘Queen of my heart’, will begin very soon. 
(d) Jane wants Tom to dance ‘Queen of my heart’ with her immediately. 
 
The hearer’s task is to identify the set of assumptions R communicated by the 
utterance, using the speaker’s utterance [19] as a premise, and contextual information. 
The goal of pragmatics is to explain how the hearer performs this task, which involves 
several steps.  
 
First, the hearer needs to assign a unique propositional form to the utterance. This 
involves selecting the appropriate semantic representation assigned to the utterance by 
the grammar. For each of the referring expressions, a referent needs to be assigned, 
for example, dance and they. The term are starting needs to be made more specific, 
e.g. will start the dance very soon. This is a task that involves inference. In the 
literature, apart from Gricean maxims and mutual knowledge, there is little to explain 
how this is carried out. The task is often seen as choosing a single sense and reference 
from a limited set of alternatives. It is more complex than that. Logical forms have to 
be enriched and this is ignored and no explanation is given of how such enrichment 
can be carried out.  
 
Besides expressing an explicit propositional form, an utterance expresses this form in 
a linguistically determined mood. If the utterance is said with a falling intonation, we 
have a case of ‘saying that’, if a rising contour, then a case of ‘asking whether’. One 
of the inferential tasks is to determine this propositional attitude. In the example 
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above [19], let us assume that Jane has uttered [19] with falling intonation. Then it is 
mutually manifest that Jane intended [19] to be manifest to Tom and that [23] (a) is a 
member of the set R. 
 
[23]  (a)  Jane states that her friends will start the waltz, ‘Queen of my heart’ very   
               soon. 
 
Let us suppose that [22d] is mutually manifest, then it is this contextual implication 
which makes the utterance relevant enough for Tom to process it. In other words, we 
can deduce that [22d] is a member of R and [22d] is communicated by Jane’s 
utterance. If we look at the assumptions [22a-d], there is a remarkable difference 
between the identification of the set [22a-c] and [22d]. The assumptions [22a-c] have 
the logical forms encoded by the utterance. They are deduced by using contextual 
information to enrich the logical form of the utterance shown in [24].  
 
[24] Logical form of [19] 
    Something is the case 
 
  Some people   are doing something 
 
        Something 
 
         They  are starting  the dance 
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On the other hand, [22d] does not develop from the logical forms encoded in the 
utterance. [22d] is constructed by a combination of contextual information and 
assumptions from encyclopaedic memory.  For example, Tom’s memory may contain 
the dance function schema, including the assumption [25]: 
 
[25] Jane likes dancing the waltz with Tom.  
 
The difference between [22a-c] and [22d] is described as a difference between explicit 
and implicit communication. Explicitness is defined as follows: 
 
 An assumption communicated by an utterance U is explicit if and only 
if it is a development of a logical form encoded by U. 
 
          (Sperber and Wilson 1995:182) 
 
An explicitly communicated assumption is called an ‘explicature’. An explicature is a 
combination of linguistically encoded and contextually inferred conceptual features. 
According to Sperber and Wilson (1995:183), the recovery of explicatures is a matter 
of degree, that is, it involves different amounts of linguistic decoding and contextually 
inferred conceptual features.56 To illustrate, compare [26] with [27].  
 
[26] David (with surprise): Michael Jackson fainted. 
[27] David:  Surprisingly, Michael Jackson fainted. 
 
Both [26] and [27] explicitly communicates the proposition that Michael Jackson 
fainted (at his concert in Singapore). However, [27] is more explicit due to the 
                                                 
56 The degree of explicitness depends on the relative contributions of decoding and inference. 
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presence of surprisingly in [27], and hence, the greater amount of linguistic decoding. 
Similarly, an expression is maximally explicit if the contribution of contextual 
features is minimal. Take, for instance, [28] and [29]. 
 




The propositional form of [28] is mainly determined by the linguistic form of the 
utterance and the contribution of contextual features is relatively small. On the other 
hand, for [29], the completion of ellipsed material (what function, where and when is 
it held) has to be supplied (see Carston 1988, 2002). I have discussed what an 
explicature is and how it is both classificatory and comparative. A single utterance 
communicates a range of assumptions. Among those assumptions which the speaker 
communicates ostensively, some are communicated explicitly and others implicitly. 
An assumption communicated not through explicit means, but communicated 
implicitly is called an ‘implicature’. An example would be [22d]. 
 
An implicature is a contextual assumption or implication which a 
speaker, intending her utterance to be manifestly relevant, manifestly 
intended to make manifest to the hearer. 
         (Sperber and Wilson 1995:194) 
 
Concerning the distinction between the explicit and implicit import of an utterance, 
the conventional view is that the explicit content of an utterance is a set of decoded 
assumptions, and the implicit content is a set of inferred assumptions. Relevance 
theorists claim that no assumption is simply decoded (it requires inference). Therefore 
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the conventional way of drawing the distinction between explicit and implicit content 
is denied. For Grice, recovering the explicit content of an utterance is recovering the 
propositional form and mood expressed and that any other assumption communicated 
by the utterance (whether by decoding or inference), is an implicature. He calls 
decoded implicatures ‘conventional implicatures’ and inferred implicatures ‘non-
conventional implicatures’.  
 
The main problem here is with the characterisation of the explicit. Grice does not take 
into account the enrichment of the logical form (through inference) needed, for 
example, are starting as will begin very soon and treats such cases as implicatures. 
Only those assumptions derived from disambiguation and reference assignment are 
explicatures. The other pragmatically determined aspect of utterance interpretation is 
an implicature. Relevance theorists see the explicit side of communication as more 
inferential, richer, and thus, more worthy of pragmatic investigation than that 
proposed by the Gricean pragmatists (Sperber and Wilson 1995). Looking at the 
distinction in this way can help resolve problems when the so-called ‘implicatures’ 
are reanalysed as features of explicit content. Next, Grice does not say much about 
how propositional attitudes are communicated (see Section 3.3.2). Gricean 
pragmatists also have no notion of degrees of explicitness. In the present study, we 
will see that this distinction (by relevance theorists) helps in the analysis of discourse 
particles in SCE (see Chapters 4-6 on analyses of the discourse particles).  
 
The encoded meaning of the discourse particles examined in the current study 
underdetermines the contribution of these particles to the overall meaning 
communicated by the utterances in which they occur. As I have discussed, 
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pragmatically derived meaning affects the hearer’s recovery of both explicitly and 
implicitly communicated assumptions (not just implicitly communicated ones). We 
must not equate 'explicit’ with ‘semantic’, and ‘implicit’ with ‘pragmatic’. 
 
3.3.2 Higher-level explicatures 
 
The notion of higher-level explicature is essential in the relevance-theoretic account 
of discourse particles in SCE. In accordance with previous descriptions of discourse 
particles, there is a wide range of discourse particles (e.g. eh, huh) that can be 
categorised as having higher-level explicatures (Andersen 2000, Matsui 2002, 
Ifantidou 2001). According to Sperber and Wilson, ‘the higher-level explicatures 
communicated are derived by embedding [an utterance] under various propositional-
attitude or speech-act description’ (Wilson and Sperber 1993:11).  As we will see, 
discourse particles in SCE may indicate the speaker’s attitude to the proposition 
expressed. In Chapter 4, I describe how the discourse particle meh contributes to 
higher-level explicatures. The remaining part of this section is an explanation of what 
propositional attitudes are. 
 
In interactive discourse, communicators not only express propositions, but also make 
known their attitudes towards these propositions. In other words, we communicate 
how our minds entertain the propositions expressed. Sperber and Wilson point out: 
 
 Utterances are used not only to convey thoughts but to reveal the 
speaker’s attitude to, or relation to, the thought expressed; in other 
words they express ‘propositional attitudes’, perform ‘speech acts’, or 
carry ‘illocutionary force’… It makes a difference to the interpretation 
of (5) [What an honest fellow Joe is] whether the speaker is being 
sincere or ironical, making a literal claim or speaking figuratively. 
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Often, the linguistic structure of the utterance suggests a particular 
attitude, as, for example, interrogative form most naturally suggests 
that the utterance is a request for information. However, the hearer is 
generally left a certain latitude, which he must make up on the basis of 
non-linguistic information. 
       (Sperber and Wilson 1995:10-11) 
 
When a speaker is communicating a proposition (say, P), she may also communicate 
her attitude or expressing speech-acts of the form The speaker is sad or surprised that 
P, The speaker believes or does not believe that P, T he speaker is saying that P or 
alleging that P, and so on. Within this area is a rich source of research that can be 
carried out in our understanding of how utterances are interpreted. Wilson and 
Sperber (1993) suggests that illocutionary adverbials such as seriously, frankly and 
confidentially, and attitudinal adverbials such as unfortunately, are seen not as 
contributing to the proposition expressed by the utterance, but as modifying the type 
of speech-act performed. They state that certain illocutionary force indicators and 
discourse particles should all be analysed as encoding procedural constraints on the 
inferential construction of higher-level explicatures (Wilson and Sperber 1993:22). To 
illustrate, consider: 
 
[30] Michael (happily): Singapore broke the Guinness world line dance record. 
 
Interpreting [30] involves not only the recovery of the proposition expressed, but it 
also includes identifying the speaker’s attitude towards the proposition expressed. The 
speaker of [30] may be said to communicate the following speech-acts:  
 
[31] Singapore broke the Guinness world line dance record. 
[31]    a.  Michael is saying that Singapore broke the line dance record. 
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       b.  Michael is saying happily that Singapore broke the line dance record. 
 c.  Michael is rejoicing that Singapore broke the line dance record. 
 
The speaker of [30] may be said to communicate the following propositional attitudes: 
 
[31] d. The speaker believes that Singapore broke the line dance record. 
 e. The speaker feels happy that Singapore broke the line dance record. 
 f. The speaker is surprised that Singapore broke the line dance record. 
 
The utterance in [30] may communicate a whole range of explicatures, including 
modification of speech-acts and propositional attitudes. More technically, [30] 
contains the proposition expressed and [31a-f] are higher-level explicatures of [30].  
The truth conditions of [30] depend entirely on [31], the proposition expressed. The 
higher-level explicatures [31a-f] are explicitly expressed but make no contributions to 
the truth conditions of the utterance (Wilson and Sperber 1993:16). On hearing the 
utterance in [30], which of the above interpretations will the hearer choose? 
According to Sperber and Wilson (1995), the hearer will choose the (first) most 
accessible interpretation that satisfies his expectation of relevance, that is, the one that 
yields adequate contextual effects with no unjustifiable effort. The identification of 
speech-act and propositional attitude follows the same considerations that guide the 
identification of the proposition expressed. These notions and their implications for 
the analysis of discourse particles in SCE will be discussed in later chapters. 
 
As mentioned above, discourse particles are frequently used to trigger illocutionary or 
attitudinal higher-level representations. For instance, the particle eh? is an 
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illocutionary force indicator and thus, constraints the explicatures of utterances 
(Wilson and Sperber 1993). ‘Within this category of procedural57 constraints on 
explicatures, there is thus a rich variety of data to explore’ (Wilson and Sperber 
1993:23).  It is on this suggestion that I have embarked on the study of discourse 
particles in SCE. I will describe a somewhat similar particle in SCE, the meh particle, 
which contributes to the higher-level explicature (Chapter 4). 
 
The various types of information ostensibly communicated by an utterance can be 
drawn together in a diagram as follows: 
  information ostensibly communicated by an utterance 
 
 linguistically encoded    not linguistically encoded 
 
 conceptually encoded   procedurally encoded 
 
 
contributes to  contributes to   constraints on  constraints on  
 explicatures  implicatures  explicatures  implicatures 




contributes to   contributes to  constraints on  constraints on 
proposition  higher-level  proposition  higher-level 
 explicatures     explicatures 
e.g. boyfriend  e.g. frankly,  e.g. I, you  e.g. eh, huh,  
   seriously            meh 
 
Figure 3.1   Types of communicated information by an utterance (modified from Wilson and  
                   Sperber 1993:3)      
 
                                                 
57 I will elaborate on the distinction between conceptual and procedural encoding in Section 3.4.1. 
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It can be seen that discourse particles such as eh fall under the category of ‘constraints 
on higher-level explicatures’ and do not encode concepts. Utterances tell us what 
basic type of propositional attitude is being communicated, and then some more 
delicate attitudinal differentiations, or some coexistent type of propositional attitude 
can be communicated with the help of non-truth-conditional particles (e.g. eh), or 
intonation, or a combination of the two. As we will see, discourse particles in SCE fall 
under the category of ‘procedurally encoded’ linguistic items that communicate 
propositional attitudes. 
 
3.4 Discourse particles and non-truth-conditional-meaning 
 
Previous studies have shown that not all linguistically encoded meaning is truth-
conditional. That is, not all linguistic constructions affect the truth conditions of 
utterances they are in. Examples of such linguistic constructions include mood 
indicators, sentence adverbials, parentheticals and discourse particles. Many discourse 
particles are readily classified as non-truth-conditional. Fraser (1990) and Abraham 
(1991) state explicitly that discourse markers do not contribute to propositional 
meaning. 
 
The difference between the two is principally pragmatics. But not all discourse 
particles are equally easily accounted for. Certain markers do contribute to 
propositional meaning, for example, parentheticals as in [32]: 
 
[32] a.  John is the best candidate, I suppose. 
b.  John, I think, is the best candidate.           (Infantidou 2001:83) 
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As in previous studies, the present investigation looks at the meaning of discourse 
particles in terms of their truth-conditionality. It takes the view that the interpretation 
of discourse particles involves a synthesis of linguistically encoded and pragmatically 
inferential material (Carston 2002). In other words, to identify the propositional 
content and the truth conditions of utterances require semantic and pragmatic 
knowledge.  
 
The existing distinction on truth-conditional and non-truth conditional meaning, that 
is, speech act theory and Grice’s theory of conversation, have proved inadequate to 
account for constructions such as the following: 
  
[33] Benjamin Bratt likes to please Julia Roberts. After all, he loves Julia Roberts. 
[34] Happily, we broke the line dance world record. 
[35] Mary is the best person for the job, I think. 
[36] He’s got a very rich father, eh? 
 
Grice treats these constructions as conveying non-truth-conditional meaning but with 
implicit aspects of the encoded meaning. Relevance theorists (e.g. Blakemore 1987; 
Wilson and Sperber 1993) have argued against the idea that all non-truth-conditional 
meaning is similar. Blakemore (1987) proposes a further distinction, the distinction 
between conceptual and procedural meaning. Thus, besides the truth conditions of the 
discourse particles, an adequate and more precise description of discourse particles 
includes the notion that the discourse particles guide the hearer in utterance 
interpretation and constrain the identification of the intended meaning of the 
utterance. In the following section, I give an outline of the distinction. Its application 
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to discourse particles in Singapore Colloquial English will be handled in later 
chapters. 
 
3.4.1 Conceptual and procedural meaning 
 
The notion that there are two kinds of meaning, representational (or conceptual) and 
computational (procedural), is a helpful one in linguistics. Utterance interpretation 
involves the construction of concepts and how to take or manipulate these concepts. 
Researchers suggest that in addition to semantically encoded concepts there are 
semantically coded instructions for the hearer to carry out in order to (maximally) 
derive intended cognitive effects (Blakemore 1987, 1992, 2000; Blass 1990; Carston 
1999; Rouchota 1998; Wilson and Sperber 1993). In other words, there is a 
conceptual semantics together with a procedural one. Blakemore, in her ground-
breaking account of discourse connectives such as but, after all, and so, wrote: 
 
On the one hand, there is the essentially conceptual theory that deals 
with the way in which elements of linguistic structure map onto 
concepts – that is, onto constituents of propositional representations 
that undergo computations. On the other hand, there is the essentially 
procedural theory that deals with the way in which elements of 
linguistic structure map directly onto computations themselves – that 
is, onto mental processes.  
             (Blakemore 1987:144) 
 
The distinction is integrated into the relevance-theoretic account of communication. 
 
Inferential comprehension involves the construction and manipulation 
of conceptual representations; linguistic decoding feeds inferential 
comprehension; linguistic constructions might therefore be expected to 
encode two basic types of information: concepts or conceptual 
representations on the one hand, and procedures for manipulating them 
on the other.         (Wilson and Sperber 1993:10) 
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Linguistic devices in general may encode representations or specification of how to 
process their representations. The first kind of meaning contributes to the content of 
the speaker’s proposition and therefore, typically, to the cognitive effects of her 
utterance, and is called conceptual meaning. The second kind of meaning expressions 
guide the hearer in the process of utterance interpretation and contribute to relevance 
by reducing the processing effort needed to reach the intended interpretation and is 
called procedural meaning. Discourse connectives such as so, moreover, because, also 
and therefore, are best taken as procedural devices (Blakemore 1987).  According to 
Blakemore, none of these words contributes to the truth conditions of the utterances 
that contain them. In  
 
[37] He is an Englishman; he is, therefore, brave.          (Blakemore 1987:72) 
 
the use of therefore indicates that his being brave is a consequence of his being an 
Englishman. But, if the consequence in question (his being brave) fails to hold, the 
speaker cannot be accused of speaking untruthfully. The use of therefore instructs the 
hearer to establish an inferential connection. Blakemore suggests that ‘therefore is 
being used where the speaker wishes to provide evidence for the desirability of a 
certain state of affairs’ (1987:81).  
 
The notion of conceptual meaning is clearly summarised as follows: 
 
On the one hand, linguistic forms may encode concepts. Concepts 
function as constituent of those mental representations that undergo 
inferential computations, so the concepts encoded by the linguistic 
expressions used in an utterance make up its logical form and provide 
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the conceptual basis for the development of explicatures (the fully 
propositional assumptions explicitly communicated).             
           (Carston 1999:116) 
 
Carston went on to describe the other kind of linguistic meaning, providing a clear 
summary on the issue: 
 
On the other hand, linguistic forms may encode procedures. 
Procedures are not constituents of conceptual representations, but 
rather function as constraints on some aspect of the inferential phase of 
comprehension…both indexicals and discourse connectives encode a 
procedure rather than a concept…what unites them is that they can be 
characterised, negatively, as not contributing a constituent to any 
conceptual representation and, positively, as providing an instruction to 
the hearer to guide him in the pragmatic inferential phase of 
understanding an utterance. 
                   (Carston 1999:116) 
 
Generally, conceptual expressions should be able to contribute to truth conditions.  
 
[38] Her boyfriend donated half his liver on Tuesday night. 
       (The Straits Times 13 May 2002, front page) 
 
[39] She’s a linguist, but she’s quite intelligent.         (Blakemore 2000:475) 
 
We would not deny that boyfriend contributes to the truth conditions of the utterance 
in [38]. This may be explained on the assumption that boyfriend is a concept. On the 
other hand, we would not think of but contributing to truth conditions in an utterance. 
Another feature of procedural expressions is that their meanings are hard to bring to 
consciousness in the way that conceptual meanings such as fish, love and caring are 
brought to consciousness. This is because computations in general (e.g. inference 
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rules, phonological rules) are not easily accessible to consciousness (Wilson and 
Sperber 1993:16). Blakemore describes but as a ‘constraint on contextual effects and 
imposes a constraint on contexts only derivatively’ (2000:478-9). 
 
On account of the above, it may be tempting to conclude that all truth conditional 
meaning is conceptual and all non-truth-conditional meaning is procedural. In fact 
from studies done, this is not so. The distinction between conceptual and procedural 
meaning has been discussed in numerous papers with some researchers arguing for 
procedural status for a group of linguistic expressions, for example illocutionary 
markers, discourse connectives, and some arguing for conceptual status for another 
group, for example, parenthetical verbs, sentence adverbials. While parenthetical 
verbs (e.g. I think) and sentence adverbials (e.g. seriously) are analysed as encoding 
conceptual meaning, they do not affect the utterance’s truth conditions (Rouchota 
1998:109). Discourse connectives such as after all and but are procedural and non-
truth-conditional (Blakemore 1987, 2000; Wilson and Sperber 1993). 
 
Sperber and Wilson argue that mood indicators may be best approached in procedural 
terms: 
[I]locutionary force indicators such as declarative or imperative mood 
or interrogative word order make manifest a rather abstract property of 
the speaker’s informative intention; the direction in which relevance is 
sought. 
       (Sperber and Wilson 1995:254)  
Issues discussed so far will be pursued in Chapters 4-6. 
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In the following examples, it can be seen that discourse particles such as eh? do not 
encode concepts. In [40], eh with rising intonation, is a way of asking a question and 
may encode the following higher-level explicature: 
 
[44] Singapore broke the world line dance record eh? 
 
[41] The speaker is wondering about the truth of the statement that Singapore broke 
the world line dance record. 
 
However, we cannot rule out the possibility that the higher-explicatures of utterances 
may be affected by discourse markers that encode concepts. This is the case with 
parenthetical constructions such as I mean and you know (Infantidou 1994, 2001). 
Thus far, we have the following discourse markers contributing to various levels of 
utterance meaning: 
 
1) so and after all constrain the implicatures of utterances. 
2) eh? and meh which constrain the higher-level explicatures of the utterance. 
3) kind of (frequent in SCE) and sort of which contribute to the proposition 
expressed by the utterance. 
 
Given the wide range of work that particles do, in addition to the types of meaning 
mentioned above, it is not surprising to find discourse particles which provide 
procedural constraints on the higher-level explicatures or constraints on implicatures 
expressed. In Chapters 4, I argue that this is the role of the particle meh in SCE.  
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3.4.2 Constraints on relevance 
 
The approach I have chosen has the idea of seeing meanings as processing 
instructions, for example, Blakemore (1987, 1992) specifically analyses discourse 
markers as instructions.  In this regard, Blakemore looks at discourse markers such as 
moreover, so, and after all, not as representations, but sees them as encoding 
procedural meanings.  In other words, her analysis shows that the meanings of these 
markers as constraints both on the inferential computations their host utterances may 
undergo, and on the contexts in interpreting the utterance.  
 
The processing effort is reduced by the effect of constraints on relevance (Sperber & 
Wilson 1995), i.e. by making the hearer's context set smaller. The analysis of [42] and 
[43] provides us with a better understanding of constraints on relevance. 
 
 [42] Benjamin Bratt likes to please Julia Roberts. 
 [43] He loves Julia Roberts. 
 
[42] and [43] can be construed as being in a variety of relations.  For example, they 
could be just two facts or beliefs, or one could be construed as giving evidence for the 
truth of the other. In that case, one is the conclusion, while the other supports it. 
Because either can be the conclusion, there is the possibility of misinterpretation. In 
such cases, Blakemore (1987) argues that constraints on relevance play a vital role. 
Consider [44] and [45].  
 
 [44] a)  Benjamin Bratt likes to please Julia Roberts. 
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b)  After all, he loves Julia Roberts. 
 
 [45] a)  Benjamin Bratt likes to please Julia Roberts. 
b)  So, he loves Julia Roberts. 
 
Although the two utterances are in the same order in [44] and [45], they are related in 
different ways. In [44], [44a] is the conclusion with [44b] providing the evidence.  In 
[45], [45b] is the conclusion with [45a] giving the evidence.  In both cases the speaker 
expects the hearer to have further contextual assumptions available, and they are not 
the same for [44] as they are for [45].  Thus, in [44], the speaker expects the hearer to 
access assumption [44’].  
 
 [44’] If X loves someone then X likes to please this person. 
 
In [45], however, the assumption is [45’]. 
 
[45’] If X likes to please someone then X loves this person. 
 
That means, in the search for relevance, the hearer of [45] is encouraged to enrich its 
context so that it includes an inferential connection of the kind expressed by so (in 
this case, it is [45’]). Thus after all and so constrain the processing of the two 
utterances in different ways. 
 
Blakemore argues, on the basis of examples such as [44] and [45], that words such as 
so and after all do not contribute to the truth-conditional content of the utterance in 
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which they occur and that they do not encode conceptual meaning.  Their role is to 
help ‘constrain the hearer's choice of context for its interpretation’ (Blakemore 
1987:141). These words do not lead to contextual implications that could not have 
been obtained without them.  What they do is to contribute to relevance by guiding 
the inferential process, thus reducing processing effort. They help the hearer decide on 
the intended inferential link between an utterance and other assumptions in its 
context. 
 
Both discourse connectives and mood indicators act as constraints on the inferential 
phase of comprehension. The difference, according to them (Wilson and Sperber 
1993), is that discourse connectives are constraints on implicatures whereas mood 
indicators are constraints on explicatures (higher-level explicatures). This means that 
if the speaker desires to constrain the interpretation that the hearer recovers, then she 
must constrain her choice of context by making the necessary assumptions 
immediately accessible, thus ensuring their selection at minimal cost. In other words, 
the speaker must direct the hearer to a particular set of assumptions and one of the 
linguistic means of doing so is through certain discourse particles. What the discourse 
particles do is to guide the hearer particularly towards a certain interpretation to the 
exclusion of the other possible interpretations. The following diagram would make 







I1:  Set of assumptions that the 
            speaker intends to make manifest 
            by the utterance. 
               
                
        I2:  Set of assumptions that the 
            speaker intends to make manifest 
            by the utterance with a discourse 
            particle. 
    




In Figure 3.2, I2 (the set of assumptions that the speaker intends to make manifest by 
the discourse particle-appended utterance) is smaller than I1 (the set of assumptions 
that the speaker intends to make manifest by the utterance (without the discourse 
particle). This means that the context set for the discourse particle-appended utterance 
is smaller, thus, making it easier for the hearer to process the utterance. Putting it 
another way, the discourse particle guides the hearer towards certain contextual 
assumptions and its function is to help the comprehension process by reducing the 
search space during the inferential process. In other words, the discourse particle 
helps to reduce processing effort. I will discuss how some of the discourse particles in 
SCE specifically help to reduce processing effort in Chapters 4-6. 
 
3.5 Discourse particles and intonation 
 
As mentioned earlier (Section 3.3.2), intonation is one device that speakers use to 
indicate propositional attitude. In this section, I discuss intonation in relation to 
discourse particles in SCE. It is generally well-known that Singapore English, like 





contrasts, namely the difference between a declarative, such as [46a], and a yes-no 
interrogative, such as [46b]: 
 
[46] a.  He’s asleep. 
b.  He’s asleep? 
 
While a declarative with a final falling contour marks a statement, a declarative with a 
rising intonation turns it into a question. For wh-interrogatives, the fronting of the 
interrogative word and the obligatory subject-verb inversion make it possible to 
distinguish interrogatives from declaratives in their syntactic form, so intonation is 
considered to play a secondary role. Also, traditionally, speakers can make use of 
intonation to convey a range of attitudes such as disagreement, surprise, irritation, 
interest or disapproval. Besides intonation, discourse particles may be used to convey 
grammatical contrast, for instance, hah in Singapore English is used as a question-
marker (Gan 2000; Wee forthcoming) or a range of attitudes. Thus, some meanings 
expounded by intonation may be expounded by other means, such as the use of 
certain discourse particles.  
 
It is outside the scope of this study to explore in detail the meanings expounded by 
intonation. However, in our study, it is necessary to point out that we need to identify 






3.6 Procedural meaning: a re-visit 
 
The distinction between conceptual and procedural meaning can be justified in both 
cognitive and communicative terms within relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 
1993; Infantidou 1998). To my knowledge so far, procedural meaning has been 
described as what it is not (for example, it is not truth evaluable) and there has been 
no battery of tests to determine if a linguistic item encodes conceptual meaning or 
procedural meaning. A linguistic item is considered to encode procedural meaning if 
it does not have what a concept has. One difference between concepts and procedures 
is that procedures are not easily paraphrased unlike concepts. For concepts such as 
birthday or line dancing, it is possible to find acceptable paraphrases. For instance, 
birthday can be paraphrased as the anniversary of the day on which you were born. 
Thus, where concepts are concerned, it is possible to bring them to consciousness and 
say if two linguistic items encode the same concept without having to test if they can 
be interchanged in all contexts.  
  
The situation is very different if we were to ask someone the meaning of linguistic 
items such as nevertheless, well or lah. It is very unlikely that we will be given a 
paraphrase as in the case of concepts. Instead, what we will probably be given is a list 
of how the linguistic item is used or a description of the linguistic item. It is also 
highly probable that native speakers will not be able to tell the difference between 
nevertheless and but (Blakemore 2002:83). A probable reason for the difficulty in 
explicating the meaning of such items could be that it is not easily brought to 
consciousness and they can be better explained as encoding procedural meaning. As 
Sperber and Wilson put it: 
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Conceptual representations can be brought to consciousness; 
procedures cannot. We have direct excess neither to grammatical 
computations nor to the inferential computations used in 
comprehension. A procedural analysis would explain our lack of direct 
access to the information they encode. 
            (Wilson and Sperber 1993:16) 
 
What is fascinating is that native speakers are able to use linguistic items such as but 
or well with relative ease though they are unable to give the meaning. What also 
fascinates me is that even young children in Singapore are able to use linguistic items 
such as lah, meh, and hor correctly without being taught to do so. How is it that these 
linguistic items are used with relative ease and yet they are so difficult to define? If it 
is difficult to explain the meanings of items such as but and well, it is no wonder that 
they prove difficult for second-language learners. Looking at such items as encoding 
procedures (as opposed to concepts) is perhaps a start.  
 
It is also interesting to note that just like concepts, some linguistic items in this 
category, for instance, but (Blakemore 2000) and (as this study will show), lah, prove 
to be more challenging to explicate than others. Perhaps, we need to further 
distinguish between words that are positively conceptual (like birthday) and those 
where a paraphrase is controversial (like brain dead), and words that encode 
procedural meaning which are relatively easier to state, such as in contrast 
(Blakemore 2002:83), and those that prove a challenge (e.g. but, lah). I shall focus on 
the items that encode procedural information and that pose a challenge. These items 
are what I call discourse connectives (refer Chapter 1) such as and and but and 
discourse particles such as meh and lah.  As mentioned earlier in the chapter (Section 
3.1), one way to test for procedural meaning is whether discourse connectives and 
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discourse particles are reflected in reported speech58. According to a respondent study 
carried out (see Appendix B), while discourse markers are quoted in the reported 
speech, discourse particles contained in the utterances are left out in the reported 
speech. I will elaborate on this further in Section 3.6.2. 
To summarise, we know little about what procedural meaning is and that what we 
know about it is characterised in negative terms, that is, what it is not. This is a useful 
starting point and as this study will show, perhaps we will be able to say a little more 
of what procedural meaning is. The following proposal is based on the findings that 
the empirical study will reveal. First, if a particle encodes procedural information, we 
could further differentiate it from one another by saying if it predominantly has 
speaker-orientation or hearer-orientation. This appears to be one of the features that 
help differentiate the particle meh from the particle hor.  Second, as mentioned in the 
previous paragraph, we differentiate the sort of procedural information that discourse 
connectives (the group of linguistic entities that are termed connectives or those 
discussed in Fraser 1996, such as and, and but) encode, and the kind of procedural 
information that discourse particles such as SCE lah and Japanese ka encode. In the 
following sections, I will elaborate further on these two proposals. 
 
3.6.1  Speaker-orientation and hearer-orientation 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 1 and argued in this study, discourse particles generally tell 
the hearer what sort of inferential processes the utterance interpretation involve. 
However, I propose that it makes sense to differentiate between inferential processes 
that express speaker-attitude (speaker-orientation) and those that direct the hearer to 
                                                 
58 I call this the reported speech test. 
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do something (hearer-orientation). By speaker-orientation, I refer to a discourse 
particle that expresses a relation between the speaker and the proposition. On the 
other hand, a hearer-oriented discourse particle expresses the relation between a 
hearer and the proposition. 
 
Discourse particles signal an interactive relationship between speaker, hearer, and the 
message (Biber et al 1999:1086). In conveying a message, speakers tend to economise 
on the speech signal to reduce hearer’s processing effort. In ostensive communication, 
speakers not only communicate propositional content, but also express attitudes, 
personal feelings, value judgements, or evaluations. In other words, speakers can be 
said to express a stance (Biber et al 1999:965). In addition to expressing propositions, 
communicators often express propositional attitudes towards the propositions. 
 
The propositional attitudes or stance can be conveyed through non-linguistic means 
such as gestures and posture, as well as paralinguistic devices like pitch, duration, and 
tone. Both the non-linguistic and paralinguistic devices are not linguistically explicit. 
As a consequence, hearers may not be able to recover the attitudes and feelings a 
speaker wants to convey. In order to express propositional attitudes or personal stance 
meanings overtly, speakers make use of either grammatical (e.g. modality) or lexical 
means (e.g. happy, love to) (Gupta forthcoming). Items marking stance (expressing 
propositional attitude) are used to present a wide range of personal meanings. The 
major semantic distinctions conveyed by these markers include epistemic stance and 
style of speaking stance (Biber et al 1999:972).  
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As described by Gupta (forthcoming), epistemic stance are speaker comments on the 
status of information in a proposition. It includes epistemic judgements of truth, 
probability, certainty, belief or evidence’ and evaluative judgements of desirability, 
preference, intent, ability, obligation or manipulation’ (Givón 1993:I:169). These 
forms of judgements can be coded in a range of forms, for example, in the adverb as 
in Unfortunately she’ll be late, or in a modal verb as in She must be late (Gupta 
forthcoming). Singapore Colloquial English has a set of discourse particles that can be 
looked at as expressing epistemic judgements or propositional attitudes. In the case of 
meh-appended utterances, the propositional attitude is that of the speaker and I call 
this ‘speaker-oriented’. On the other hand, certain expressions (including particles) 
convey the hearer’s relation to a communicated assumption of the hearer’s viewpoint 
in evaluating propositional meaning. In other words, such expressions engage the 
hearer in the sense that they direct the hearer to do something59. In such cases, the 
particle is said to be ‘hearer-oriented’ in the sense that it facilitates the participation of 
others60 or it involves the listener61.  
 
3.6.2 Discourse particles and discourse connectives 
  
In Section 3.4 I may have given some empirical justification for the presence of 
encoded procedural meaning. However, it is still unclear what procedural meaning is. 
In other words, we need to know what it means for a linguistic item to encode a 
procedure. For example, we need to capture the intuition on the sort of procedural 
information encoded in discourse markers (e.g. and and but) and on what is encoded 
                                                 
59 An example of an interactional marker is right? which engages the hearer and is probably aimed at 
seeking the hearer’s contribution. 
60 This is similar to expressions that are said to be interactional (Coates 1989:115). 
61 Cf. Stenström (1994:46). 
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in discourse particles such as lah and ka. In the current study, discourse particles such 
as lah, meh and hor are not found in reported speech unlike discourse connectives 
which can be found in reported speech. For example, the expressions but and so can 
appear in indirect reports as shown in [47] and [48] respectively. 
 
[47] Tom thinks that Sheila is rich but unhappy. But I have always thought that all 
rich people are unhappy.         (from Blakemore 2000; italics mine) 
   
[48] a. Peter thought that Mary had a holiday, so he should have one too. 
b.  Peter thinks, ‘Mary had a holiday, so I should have one too.’ 
              (Wilson and Sperber 1993:15; italics mine) 
 
In both [47] and [48] the speakers are reporting thoughts rather than words. Within 
the framework of relevance theory, ‘thought’ do not simply mean thought content but 
includes the attribution of a particular inferential process (Wilson and Sperber 1993). 
[48a] is the indirect reported speech of [48b]. However, according to Wilson and 
Sperber, the speaker of [48b] is not making an inference herself but ‘attributing a 
certain inference to Peter’ (Wilson and Sperber 1993:15).  
 
It appears that items such as those that encode procedural information (that is, those 
items that do not contribute to propositional content including discourse markers such 
as but and so) can be found in the quote in reported speech (or thought). 
 
In contrast, as this study will show, there are linguistic items that encode procedural 
information but they are not reported by the speakers in reported speech or thought. 
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From corpus data and our respondent study, it appears that the discourse meh, lah and 
hor in SCE do not appear in reported speech. For instance, consider the following: 
 
[49] a.  Patrick says, ‘Pauline’s not married lah’. 
 b.  Patrick said that Pauline is not married. 
 c.  *Patrick said that Pauline is not married lah62. 
 
[50] a.  John says, ‘She’s so cute hor.’ 
 b.  John said that she was so cute. 
 c. *John said that she was so cute hor. 
 
The unacceptability of [49c] and [50c] where the linguistic items such as hor or lah 
are not quoted in reported speech (though they may be found in free indirect speech63) 
needs to be accounted for. Hence, the discourse particles in SCE need to be described 
in a manner that captures this intuition and finding from the respondent study. 
Perhaps, one reason why discourse particles such as meh, lah and hor are not found in 
reported speech is that they are not easily paraphrased. When they are reported by 
another party, the third party uses an English equivalent instead of the particle. For 
instance, consider the following: 
 
[51] a.  He’s asleep meh? 
 b.  Mary said that she was surprised that John was asleep. 
                                                 
62 This may be acceptable in free indirect speech, e.g. Patrick said Pauline’s not married lah. Since 
free indirect speech “appears to combine the expressivity of [direct speech] with the ‘narrative’ deixis 
of [reported speech]” (Vandelanotte 2004:493), it is highly likely that discourse particles can be found 
in free indirect speech.  However, the presence of the particle is not attributed to the speaker. 
63 In such cases, the particle is not in the quote, that is, it is not attributed to the speaker but to the 
Sayer (Vandelanotte 2004:495).  
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Sometimes, the respondent writes the indirect speech of [51a] as [51b] where surprise 
is added. However, whether surprise is a paraphrase of meh needs to be determined.  
 
It is possible that another reason why discourse particles in SCE are not found in 
reported speech may be that the particles need to be used in the ‘immediate here-and-
now’, featuring the speaker and addressee. It follows then that in the explication of the 
particles, the encoded procedural meaning of the particles should reflect this (i.e. the 
elements of the participants in the speech event and ‘immediacy’). In my description 
of the encoded meaning of the particles (see Chapters 4–6), I have attempted to 
capture the intuition that discourse particles, unlike discourse markers, are not quoted 
in reported speech. Perhaps this is one way we can differentiate the class of discourse 
connectives and discourse particles.  
 
It may be argued that reported speech is ‘formal’ and therefore in the domain of 
Standard Singapore English whereas discourse particles are considered a feature of 
SCE. However, the idea of formality is too vague since reported speech can be used in 
'formal' contexts as well. Secondly, although discourse particles are generally 
considered a feature of SCE (Gupta 1994), they are found to occur in relatively formal 
contexts such as during interviews (Deterding, Low and Brown 2003:61). Thus, the 
proposed distinction between discourse connectives and discourse particles is a start 
and further research needs be carried out to determine in which categories the 
discourse particles are quoted. However, a detailed study in this area is beyond the 




3.7 Describing the meaning of the particles 
  
In discussing the meanings of the particles, we are mainly interested in isolating the 
encoded meaning, also called generic meaning (Heritage 1984; 1998), core meaning 
(Jucker 1993), inherent meaning (Wierzbicka 1986; Wong 2000), and underlying 
meaning (Fox and Schrock 1999) in each case. As mentioned in Chapter 1, we use 
encoded meaning in the same way that relevance theorists use it. By encoded meaning 
we mean the meaning shared by all occurrences of the particle in different contexts. 
All instances of the same particle can be shown to have the same meaning, which 
would be of a general kind. For example, Blakemore (2002:138) proposes that the 
information that the discourse marker well encodes ‘amounts to a green light for 
going ahead with the inferential processes involved in the recovery of cognitive 
effects’. Blakemore’s description can tie together what otherwise seems to be separate 
uses of well.  The encoded meaning is realised differently in different contexts. 
Putting it another way, the more specific meanings would depend on the actual use of 
the particle in a particular context. However, the question we will consider is not what 
a linguistic item brings to truth conditions but the type of cognitive information it 
encodes. Blakemore puts it aptly: 
 
In this picture, the question for linguistics semantics is not what 
contribution an expression makes to truth conditions but rather what 
kind of contribution it makes to pragmatic inference, or, in other 
words, what kind of cognitive information it encodes. 
                         (Blakemore 2002:78) 
 
The current study follows along a similar vein. Consider the following example: 
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[52]  They generally don’t take beef lah. 
 
The procedural meaning of lah in [52] may be stated as ‘signalling to the hearer to 
access and accommodate a certain contextual assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment (see Chapter 6 for more details). The contextualised meaning (particular 
meaning or moment-of-use meaning) would be deduced from the context. Here the 
contextualised meaning may be glossed as ‘it is a well-known fact that monks 
generally do not take beef, and since this is obvious, the speaker does not have to spell 
it out’. The shared assumption known to both speaker and hearer is that ‘the speaker 
does not have to spell out the fact that the monks do not take beef’. Here the encoded 
meaning (general description) of the particle is able to capture the ‘obviousness’ 
function described by previous researchers.  
 
It is no easy task to isolate the meaning gathered from the peripheral meanings which 
depend on the contexts in which the particle is actually used. Previous work (as 
described in Chapter 2) on discourse particles in SCE made little attempt (except for 
researchers like Wong, 1994, 2000) to isolate the inherent meanings of the particles. 
In this study, I explain how the apparent multifunctionality of the discourse particles 
such as meh, lah, and hor can arise out of each discourse particle’s encoded meaning. 
Previous research on discourse particles in SCE concentrates mainly on the functions 
of the particles. For example, lah in ‘Come with us lah’ (OED 2000) where lah is 
used to persuade (Ler 2001:289). This study extends what previous researchers have 
done by providing a unified account of the particles in Singapore English. I believe 
that particles such as lah and meh have encoded meanings. Such an account, I believe, 
can offer more by way of illustration for investigations of other discourse particles. In 
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this study, I review the functions of the discourse particles given by previous 
researchers, present suggestions for encoded meanings (unified account), and then 
show how the various apparent functions can be accommodated by the unified 
description of each of the particles. In so doing, we hope to discover more of the 




This chapter contains the theoretical underpinning of the present study. I describe the 
pragmatic framework adopted in this thesis. Utterance comprehension involves 
linguistic decoding and pragmatic inference. The principles of relevance: the 
informative principle and the communicative principle are seen to be central to a 
cognitive account on discourse particles in SCE. Three distinctions were given with 
particular reference to discourse particles: between truth-conditional and non-truth-
conditional meaning, between conceptual and procedural meaning, and between 
explicit and implicit communication. Some linguistic expressions contribute to 
higher-level explicatures while others are constrained by implicatures or the context. 
Having shown how pragmatically inferred discourse markers are dealt with in the 
framework of relevance theory, I will now turn to discourse particles in SCE, and 
attempt to show which side of the three related distinctions they will fall. In the next 
chapter, I provide a detailed analysis of the discourse particle meh. 
 153
Chapter 4 




In Chapter 3, I discussed the part that pragmatic inference plays in utterance 
interpretation. The distinction between conceptual information and procedural 
information is a useful one. As mentioned before, discourse particles are normally 
seen as encoding procedural information. These particles carry pragmatic loads such 
as indicating attitudes of the speaker to the proposition. I am interested in showing 
how discourse particles in SCE fit into the pragmatic framework described in this 
study. I will use the SCE particles meh, hor, and lah, to argue that a further distinction 
should be made with respect to procedural information. I suggest that the encoded 
procedural information be expanded to include two basic aspects of pragmatic 
meaning: speaker-orientation (expressing speaker’s emotions) or hearer-orientation 
(expecting the hearer to do something). I will also consider the truth-conditional or 
non-truth-conditional status of these particles, which has not been dealt with before in 
earlier studies.  
 
As argued in Chapter 3, discourse markers generally signal to the hearer what sort of 
inferential processes the utterance interpretation involves and are used to guide the 
process of context selection. The present study considers the cognitive environments 
that the discourse particles (as mentioned in Chapter 1, a subset of discourse markers) 
occur in and also looks at the cognitive effects they produce. As mentioned by, for 
instance, Blass (1998) and Fuji (1998), the concept of propositional attitudes in 
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marker meaning is significant in the research on discourse markers. These discourse 
markers are basically geared towards the speaker’s beliefs, evaluative judgements and 
attitudes. They make clear the relation that exists between the speaker and the 
proposition contained in the utterance. In the literature, discourse markers indicate the 
propositional attitudes of the speaker such as surprise (e.g. These new movies are 
good, oh!) or doubt (e.g. These new movies are good, really?). What is significant 
about these discourse markers is that they communicate attitudinal information 
relating to the emotional or mental state of the speaker. I refer to a linguistic form that 
conveys attitudinal information of the speaker as having speaker-orientation. 
Relevant to the current study will be the discourse particles which communicate the 
speaker’s attitude toward a proposition. As this chapter will show, meh has speaker-
orientation. 
 
On the other hand, there are discourse markers that have hearer-orientation: they are 
geared towards the hearer in an attempt to elicit a response from the hearer (or to take 
the hearer’s side, or to sympathise with the hearer). As mentioned before (cf. Chapter 
3), a discourse marker that is hearer-oriented expresses the relation of the hearer to a 
proposition. I mention that there are discourse markers that have hearer-orientation 
and those that have speaker-orientation; and I may have given the impression that a 
discourse marker is either hearer-oriented or speaker-oriented. However, this need not 
necessarily be so as discourse markers that have hearer-orientation may also indicate 
speaker attitude (mentioned in Andersen 2000:69). For example, a speaker’s request 
to the hearer to re-consider a proposition may also contain an attitude of disbelief.  In 
other words, it is possible for a discourse marker to express attitudes as well as direct 
a hearer to do something (as we shall see, one of the SCE discourse particles analysed 
 155
in the current study has this combination). However, discourse markers are generally 
geared primarily towards expressing speaker’s emotions or to directing the hearer to 
do something. For example, the discourse marker okay in I’m broke, okay? is hearer-
oriented in the sense that the speaker desires sympathy from the hearer. By means of 
these markers the speaker attempts to elicit a response from the hearer. Such markers 
are said to have hearer-orientation. The concept of hearer-orientation is significant as 
a contrast to speaker-orientation and it will form the context of the analysis of the 
discourse particle hor in the next chapter. As we shall see, it is the speaker-
orientation/hearer-orientation distinction that differentiates the two discourse 
particles, meh and hor. 
 
This chapter consists of an extensive analysis of the meh particle in SCE. The meh 
particle, like the other particles in SCE, has two basic features, which, when taken 
together, distinguishes it (and other particles in SCE) from other linguistic 
expressions. These features are:  
 
i) The particles always occupy certain designated positions, that is, the final-
position of a clause or phrase. In other words, they are not syntactically 
flexible, though optional. 
ii) These particles cannot be interpreted in isolation. Often, they are add-ons to 
propositional meaning. 
 
In the following section, I will give an account of previous studies done on meh. This 
is followed by a description of the formal features of the meh particle. Next, I will 
provide a detailed account of how meh is interpreted in discourse and how it 
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constrains the relevance of the utterances which contain it. In my account, I suggest 
that meh expresses that a recently manifest assumption in the external environment 
challenges a previous assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment. 
 
4.2 Previous accounts 
 
Treatment of the meh particle in SCE is scarce as previous researchers concentrated 
on the more common particles such as lah and what. The description of meh has been 
approached from two viewpoints. Gupta (1992) focuses on the functions of meh. 
Another approach is by Wong64 (1994, 2000, 2004) who contends that meh has a rich 
invariant meaning that can be explicated. According to Gupta and Wong, the various 
functions of meh are summarised as follows: 
 
A. Questions a presupposition.  
 
The discourse particle meh serves to ‘question a presupposition’ (Gupta 1992:45). In 
the following example from Gupta, A is asking B for the location of the colour pencil, 
and B has indicated that she (B) does not know where it is.  
 
[1] Context: A has asked B where her colour pencil is, twice. 
       A:  You don’t know meh?  
B:  No, I don’t know.  Didn’t see. 
 
B. Expresses certain emotions. 
                                                 
64 Wong also mentions that meh can express certain emotional states (e.g. disagreement) but maintains 
that those do not constitute the meaning of the particle.  
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i)   Conveys disagreement. 
 
The particle meh can be used to convey disagreement.  
 
[2a] Context:  B says that her friend returns on a certain date, and comments that it 
    is early. A does not think it is early.  
 A:  Early meh?         (Wong 1994:86) 
 
ii)   Expresses surprise.  
 
Meh adds a sense of surprise as shown in [2b]. 
 
[2b] A:  No lah! He’s using Pirelli, you don’t know meh? 
 B:  Really? Don’t bluff.           (GSEC)
                       
In [2b], meh attached to You don’t know indicates that A is surprised at B’s apparent 
ignorance that a mutual friend is using Pirelli tyres. 
 
iii)   Shows disbelief and amazement. 
 
[2c] Context: A tells B that students sometimes decide to miss a lesson. B listens   
   with disbelief and amazement, and says: 
 B: Can one meh?         (Wong 1994:86) 
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According to Gupta, meh communicates different functions. The problem of how the 
varied uses of the particle are related to some general description of its properties is 
not dealt with. In other words, the relationship between the different functional 
interpretations is not accounted for. For instance, how is the function of surprise 
related to disbelief and disagreement? 
 
The second approach by Wong (1994, 2000, 2004) considers meh as having a 
complex semantic analysis. The invariant meaning of meh is described as ‘the 
opposite of what was thought is true’ (Wong 2000:21). The speaker previously 
thought something (not P) is true but someone tells him or something shows him that 
the opposite (P) is true (Wong 2000:21). 
 
[3] Context: Price tag on a pair of shoes indicates $109. 
      A:  It’s forty dollars. 
      B:  Not 109 meh?        [Customer is surprised.] 
      A:  Got discount.  [A affirms proposition by giving reason.] 
Speaker previously thought: Price is $109. (Not P) 
Speaker now thinks: Price is $40 (i.e. price is not $109 = P) 
Question:  Not 109 meh? (P meh?)    
 
According to this view, meh communicates conceptual structures. Second, meh is 
interpreted in discourse by means of decoding the invariant conceptual meaning. 
More recently, Wong (2004) revises the proposed inherent meaning of meh and 
proposes ‘a more precise meaning for meh than that given in Wong (2000)’ (Wong 
2004:782): 
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[4]  meh = 
   (1) At a time before now, I thought something  
  (2) Something happened now  
  (3) Because of this, I can’t think like this anymore 
   I think I have to think like this  
  (4) I don’t know 
  (5) I want to know 
  (6) Because of this, I want you to say something about it to me now 
 
The approach65 proposed by Wong, although intuitively appealing, poses several 
problems66. Firstly, as mentioned before (Chapter 1), discourse particles (meh 
included) are context-dependent and this is a problem for the approach used by Wong 
(NSM).  It can be clearly seen that [4] is not a fully propositional structure, for it 
contains indexicals (you, now) and an anaphoric component (this) which needs to be 
assigned reference by ways other than linguistic decoding (Wharton, personal 
communication). Furthermore, the contribution of pragmatic factors to the 
interpretation of discourse particles cannot be only reference assignment because of 
the context-dependent nature of the discourse particles. The approach adopted by 
Wong basically underestimates the role of pragmatic processes (including inference) 
to the interpretation of the discourse particles.  
 
                                                 
65 Wong  uses Wierzbicka’s Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) approach, which is based on a set 
of around fifty semantic primitives or semantic primes, designed to be the foundation on which 
meaning is built. Wierzbicka (1996:205) states that ‘the indefinable concepts – the primitives – are the 
fundament on which the semantic system of a language is built …’ Examples of semantic primitives 
are I, you, think, want and know (Wierzbicka 1996).  
66 Many thanks go to Tim Wharton for insights into the problems arising from the NSM account as 
compared to the relevance-theoretic account. 
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The second problem is that while an invariant component is identified (Wong 2000, 
2004), the relation between the meaning and the possible functions is not dealt with. 
To elaborate, how the functions of the particle, for example, disbelief or surprise, 
follow from the proposed invariant meaning of meh [4], is not shown. Gupta (1992), 
on the other hand, proposes possible functions of meh (e.g. questions a 
presupposition) but does not identify an invariant meaning of the particle. 
 
The next problem is linked to the fact that discourse particles do not contribute to the 
truth-conditions of the utterances that contain them. Consider the following [5a, b]: 
 
[5] a.  He fainted, the opposite of what I thought was true. 
 b.  He fainted meh?              (ICE-SIN-S1A-068) 
 
There are two propositions in [5a] and it is true if and only if he (in the context, 
Michael Jackson) fainted and the opposite of what the speaker thought was true. On 
the other hand, [5b] contains only one proposition and is true if and only if Michael 
Jackson fainted. The addressee of [5b] could not respond to the speaker’s utterance 
with You’re not telling the truth, you did not think the opposite was true’. The NSM 
approach takes the meanings of linguistic entities (including discourse particles) as 
concepts. Conceptual representations are truth-evaluable and act as input to logical 
inference rules. As we will see (Section 4.7), discourse particles in SCE do not have 
these properties and therefore, it is unlikely that they encode fully conceptual 
structures67. 
 
                                                 
67 This does not mean that all conceptual meaning is truth conditional meaning. For instance, various 
types of sentence adverbials (seriously, frankly, etc) are conceptual and non-truth conditional. I address 
the issue in more detail in Section 4.7. For further discussion see Wilson and Sperber 1993. 
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Next, the functional and NSM approaches do not explain the difference between an 
utterance with the particle (e.g. [1] You don’t know meh?) and one that is without the 
particle (You don’t know?). An utterance without the particle such as You don’t know? 
in a certain context (as in e.g. [2b]) can also express surprise. So what does the meh 
particle in [1] You don’t know meh? do?  
 
Another issue not dealt with by previous researchers is that ill-formed meh-
constructions are not explained. An adequate account of the particle should explain 
not only the contexts where the particle can occur but also the restrictions, that is, 
instances where it is unacceptable for the particle meh to be used (I will give more 
details when I discuss the formal features of meh in Section 4.4). 
 
In summary, there are some problems with previous accounts: firstly, how the varied 
uses of the particle are related to some general description of its properties is not dealt 
with; secondly, that meh is dependent on the context suggests a considerable 
pragmatic contribution in its comprehension; thirdly, the relation between the 
meaning of meh and the possible functions is not described; fourthly, the non-truth 
conditional nature of meh suggests that treating meh as conceptual is inappropriate, 
and that other means of describing its meaning should be explored; fifthly, the 
difference between an utterance with the particle and one that is without the particle is 
not explained; lastly, ill-formed meh-constructions are not accounted for.  
 
The analysis I propose for meh attempts to address these problems. I will offer an 
explanatory account of how meh operates in communication within the framework of 
relevance theory. First, I give a brief description where the particle may have 
 162
originated. Next, in Section 4.4, I describe the formal features, including the syntactic 
positions that meh can or cannot take. Following that, I show how relevance theory 
may be applied to the analysis of meh. I consider the question of whether meh is 
conceptual or procedural and the kind of meaning encoded in the meh particle 
(Section 4.5). In addition, I consider the question of whether meh is truth conditional 
or not, and whether meh contributes to the explicit or implicit side of communication. 
The resulting account preserves the insights of both approaches and avoids many of 
the problems mentioned above. It provides an indication of how the SCE meh particle 
is interpreted in communication. 
   
4.3 Meh: from varieties of Chinese into SCE? 
 
Among many other particles, there is meh in Cantonese and colloquial Singaporean 
Mandarin. The meh particle found in Cantonese and colloquial Singaporean Mandarin 
appears to be similar to the one used in SCE (Gupta 1992). In the early 1990s, when 
the bulk of the data for SCE were collected, there were only 20 occurrences in the 
one-million word corpus. However, recently, my informants and I have discovered 
that the meh particle can be frequently heard in the conversations among 
Singaporeans in public places. The meh particle is commonly used by the Chinese 
(personal observation) and less so by members of the other racial groups, namely, the 
Malays and the Indians (they may use the particle with their Chinese friends, personal 
observation). 
 
It seems that the meh particle have come into SCE via contact with (substrate) 
languages, Cantonese and Mandarin (Gupta 1992). More specifically, meh in SCE 
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appears to have been carried over from a similar particle in Cantonese. Examples of 
utterances containing the Cantonese meh include the following (personal 
communication with Cantonese speaking friends): 
 
[6a] jung  yao   me68? 
        still   have  PRT 
    (You mean) there’s more?  
 
[6b]  A phones B at a late hour.   
        A:  lei  jung  mei  fan-gaau  me? 
                  you  still  not-yet   sleep  PRT 
            You have not slept / You are not asleep? 
 
[6a] carries the meaning ‘you mean there's more?’ It seems that meh in SCE has this 
same element of surprise or an underlying expectation not fulfilled. 
 
Not much has been written on the meh particle in Cantonese, Mandarin, or SCE. In 
Cantonese, meh ‘marks questions with negative presuppositions, i.e. expressing 
surprise’ (Matthews and Yip 1994:347) and is especially common in rhetorical 





                                                 
68 For the current purpose, I will adopt the Yale spelling convention given by Matthews and Yip (1994) 
and Luke (1990). 
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[6c] Keui    hou     lek       me? 
 S/he     very    clever   PRT  
 As if he was so clever! 
 
In SCE, as in Mandarin and many other languages, propositional attitude can be 
coded in the form of discourse particles.  
 
4.4 Formal features 
 
The particle is realised as [μΕ] with the first tone of inflexion in Mandarin (which has 
five tones). Some researchers have used mei (Gupta 1992), mE (Wong 1994, 2000), 
or meh (Pakir 1992). In this study, I use the conventional orthography meh.  
 
It appears that meh is a loan from Cantonese or varieties of Mandarin. In Cantonese or 
varieties of Mandarin, discourse particles are a distinct class known as yuqici (‘tone-
of-voice words’). The discourse particle is not attached to any particular syntactic 
element, but must be bonded to a constituent (a sentence, clause, or phrase). In SCE, 
meh must be attached to a constituent, as shown by the acceptability of [7], where 
meh is attached to the constituent Oh must top up, and the unacceptability of [8]. In 
[8], B is doubtful that she needs to top up the amount in her Central Provident Fund 
(CPF69) and uses the particle to indicate her uncertainty. 
 
[7] A:  How come didn't go and top up? 
                                                 
69 CPF is the government-initiated fund whereby all employers and employees have to put aside a 
certain percentage as forced savings for old age, etc 
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B:  Oh must top up meh? But I was thinking you put one thousand over dollars      
into the CPF just to put it there I think it's quite silly right? 
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-074) 
 
[8] A:  How come didn’t go and top up? 
 B:   *Meh? 
 
It appears that meh, like certain other discourse particles, can occur only in particular 
syntactic positions. Meh is attached to declaratives and needs to be said with a high 
tone. Examples of meh in SCE are: 
 
[9] A:  Got museum meh?   
 B:  I don’t know if it’s museum or temple. 
           (ICE-SIN-S1A-011) 
 
[10] A:  You mean at home cannot sleep with aircon meh? 
 B:  They say if the baby is too young…       
                           (ICE-SIN-S1A-014) 
 
[11] A:  He fainted even before the concert. 
 B:  He fainted meh?                 
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-068) 
  
A respondent study was carried out to gather data on how SCE native speakers 
perceive the use of SCE discourse particles (e.g. meh, hor and lah). The survey 
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sample consisted of 25 respondents70 aged 16-30 years of age. The participants were 
given a survey consisting of three sections (Appendix B). The first section dealt with 
the acceptability or unacceptability of certain constructions, and is of importance to 
this section of the thesis. The utterances were read out loud and the respondents 
indicated their responses on the survey form.  
 
 
Acceptable Odd Utterance No. % No. % 
1.  He’s asleep meh? 24 96 1 4 
2.  Is Daniel going home lah? 0 0 25 100 
3.  Where are you meh? 0 0 25 100 
4.  The VCD is spoilt hor. 18 72 7 28 
5.  Does he have a dog lah? 4 16 21 84 
6.  Where are you going hor? 3 12 22 88 
7.  What a big boat meh! (an exclamation) 2 8 23 92 
8.  Darren, who is Sally’s husband hor, can cook   
     very well..  
21 84 4 16 
9.  Raymond’s asleep lah? (a question) 4 16 21 84 
10. Eat your food lah. 25 100 0 0 
11. What a big car hor! (an exclamation) 16 64 9 36 
12. Did you go home meh? 13 52 12 48 
 





                                                 
70 These respondents are mainly undergraduates in the National University of Singapore and trainee 
teachers in the National Institute of Education.  
71 Concerning the acceptability survey, one needs to be a little cautious with regard to the survey 
results. The survey results are reliable up to a certain degree as apparently ‘odd’ constructions can 
become totally acceptable when contextualised and fleshed out. The sample size of the survey is quite 
small and the results are suggestive and not completely reliable. 
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The survey (Table 4.1) shows that meh is not used with wh-interrogatives72 [12a-d] 
and yes-no interrogatives [12e-f]. The utterances marked with * indicates that they are 
not acceptable. 
 
 [12] a.  *Where is John meh? 
b. *Which one is it meh? 
c. * How is she meh? 
d. *What are you doing meh? 
e. *Did you go home meh? 
f. *Would you like some pizza meh? 
 
Why is it improbable for meh to occur in wh-interrogatives and yes-no interrogatives? 
As mentioned, for a better understanding of meh, it is instructive to look at contexts 
where it is unacceptable for the particle to be used (examples 12a-f above). As 
mentioned previously, instances where certain meh-utterances are improbable have 
not been dealt with so far, so the current study will address the issue. However, there 
is an example [13] found in ICE-SIN where the wh-interrogative is used with meh. 
 
[13] Context: In a conversation A and B are planning a get-together on the second 
day of the Lunar New Year celebration. They were discussing a 
suitable time to meet (five o’ clock) and how much food to order. 
Apparently A has forgotten to mention food for the adults and B 
reminds her of that with a rhetorical question. 
A:  That’s why we say five o’ clock ma. 
                                                 
72 If 70% of the respondents find an utterance odd, I will consider it unacceptable. For wh-
interrogatives, 100% of the respondents indicate that they find Where are you going meh? 
unacceptable. 
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 B:  Why the adults no need to eat meh?  Five o’ clock ah. 
 A:  Adults, you got to cater for adults.    
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-007)  
 
It appears that in this case it is acceptable for meh to be used with the wh-interrogative 
as in Why the adults no need to eat meh? The why construction in SCE is an 
interesting one (Alsagoff, Bao, and Wee 1998) and I will return to this point and try to 
offer an explanation in Section 4.9. 
 
Meh changes a declarative statement into a question and it is compatible with 




[14] a.  *Don’t marry him meh!   
 
 b.  *Eat your food meh! 
Exclamatives 
[15] a.  *What a big boat meh! 
 b.  *Wow meh!   
 
That meh can occur in certain syntactic positions and constructions, and not others 
indicate the unique pragmatic functions it performs in the use of the language. Meh 
indicates the speaker’s attitude towards the proposition. How is meh interpreted in 
                                                 
73 The percentages of the respondents who found Eat your food meh?  and  What a big boat meh!  
unacceptable are 96% and 92% respectively. 
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discourse? Like many particles, meh does not contribute to the proposition expressed 
by the utterance. Unlike evidential adverbials such as apparently, and allegedly 
(Infantidou 2001), meh does not encode concepts. However, meh clearly does encode 
some sort of information which affects interpretation. I will discuss this further in a 
later section (4.5). 
 
Syntactically, two other particles in SCE, hah and hor, appear to be similar to meh in 
that they occur at the end of declaratives. Consider the following: 
 
[16] The pen is spoilt meh? 
[17] The pen is spoilt hah? 
[18] The pen is spoilt hor? 
 
According to previous research, the hah  particle is mainly used to mark a question 
which can either take the form of a declarative [17] or a wh-interrogative (Gan 2000). 
A major difference is that hah can stand alone as shown in [19] (example from Gan 
2000) to mark a special question – asking that an earlier utterance be repeated (see 
Section 2.5.8 for a review of previous research on hah). It would seem that hah is an 
interrogative marker.  
 
[19] Context:  It is noisy and B has problems hearing A. 
 A:  How did you spend your weekend? 
 B:  Hah? 
 A:  How did you spend your weekend? 
 B:  Oh, I went to Sentosa with my family. 
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Hor may, at first sight, seem to be similar to hah and meh. Like hah and unlike meh, it 
can occur in syntactic isolation [20] but its pragmatic function differs from hah. A 
speaker using hor asserts a proposition and tries to elicit a response. In [20], a 
conversation between two students in Singapore, when A did not get a response from 
B on her proposition (You have to do well to enter a good Junior College), she uses 
the particle hor to signal that she wants a response from B.  
 
 [20] Context: A conversation between A and B on the preliminary examination B is 
     taking soon. 
 A:  You have to do well to enter a good Junior College. 
 B:  (no response) 
 A:  Hor? 
 B:  Ya lah. Must not have more than 7 points for the relevant 6 subjects. 
 
Although meh and hor are similar in that they can be attached to declaratives, they 
encode different meanings. I suggest that, among other things (e.g. both particles 
encode different procedural meaning), while a meh-utterance indicates the speaker’s 
attitude towards the proposition (speaker-oriented), a hor-utterance signals a request 
for the hearer to do something (hearer-oriented). In a later chapter, I will provide a 
detailed analysis of hor. For now, I will attempt to provide a unitary account of how 






4.5 Meaning of meh   
 
In this section, I provide an account of how the discourse particle meh is interpreted in 
communication. The contribution of meh to utterance meaning can be seen from 
various perspectives. In the present account, the main objective is to emphasise how 
meh facilitates communication by minimising effort, and its interactional function as a 
particle of speaker-orientation.  
  
4.5.1 Reducer of effort 
 
Certain linguistic expressions contribute to the interpretation of an utterance and to its 
relevance not by determining the proposition expressed but rather by functioning as 
constraints on the processing of the propositions explicitly communicated by the 
utterance (Blakemore 1987). Determining the propositional force of an utterance is 
primarily an inferential process. The linguistic coded element of an utterance is not 
generally geared towards achieving as high a degree of explicitness as possible, but 
rather towards keeping processing effort down (no more than is necessary for the 
recovery of the intended cognitive effects). A range of linguistic devices such as word 
order, intonation, expressions (discourse particles) such as so, huh or meh guide the 
inferential process in different ways. Here, I look into how meh-marking constrains 
this inferential process.  
 
Discourse particles, including those in SCE, can be seen as helpers in the 
interpretation process by indicating to the hearer how his utterance is to be understood 
and by helping him arrive at the explicatures and implicatures of the utterance. In the 
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appropriate context, questions like You mean at home cannot sleep with aircon?,  No 
staff price?, and They got classical VCD? can express doubt and scepticism, among 
other things. What then is the role of meh? I like to suggest that the addition of the 
meh particle guides the hearer uniquely towards a certain interpretation to the 
exclusion of the other possible meanings of the questions. To better understand the 
contribution of the meh particle towards the interpretation of the utterance, consider 
[21]:  
 
[21] a.  He fainted? 
 
  Context: Three friends talk about the pop-star, Michael Jackson and   
the concert he gave in Singapore. B is surprised that the robust singer  
  has fainted. 
b. A:  He fainted even before the concert. 
B:  He fainted meh?       
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-068) 
 
The scope of a declarative with question intonation such as [21a], with only 
obligatory constituents, is wide open. In other words, the hearer can access a whole 
host of explicatures, including: 
[22] a.  Michael Jackson fainted. 
b. Michael Jackson slept. 
c. Michael Jackson fainted last week. 
d. Michael Jackson fainted on stage. 
e. Michael Jackson fainted five minutes ago. 
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f. Michael Jackson fainted on the way to the concert. 
g. Michael Jackson did not faint. 
h. Michael Jackson slipped. 
i. The speaker asked if Michael Jackson fainted. 
j. The speaker doubted that Michael Jackson has fainted. 
k. The speaker could not believe that Michael Jackson fainted. 
l. The speaker originally believed that Michael Jackson could not have 
fainted but this is challenged by a recent happening  
m. It was not Michael Jackson who fainted but his bodyguard. 
n. It was not Michael Jackson who fainted but his girlfriend. 
. 
When an optional constituent such as meh is present in the declarative question, the 
possible interpretations narrow considerably74. In other words, when the meh particle 
is added, it qualifies what is in the propositional content.  
 
This qualification is pragmatic in nature, restricting the possible interpretations. In the 
above example, the possible interpretations could be narrowed to [22j-l]. I argue that 
the presence of meh restricts the possible interpretations by indicating to the hearer 
that an existing assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment is challenged by 
                                                 
74 The following summarises the narrowing of possible interpretations of various constructions: 
[a] Did he faint? (neutral or ‘open-minded’; interpretation wide open) 
[b] He fainted? (built-in bias towards an answer; narrower than positive interrogative [a]; seeks 
confirmation). Why can’t this imply ‘Surely he didn’t’? This kind of attempt is fundamentally flawed 
for me because of my firm belief that it is the context and not just the linguistic coding that finally 
decides on a preferred interpretation on a particular occasion. 
[c] He fainted meh? (nuanced; narrows the possible interpretations even further than [b]). 
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another that is recently shown in the situation. Consider [10] reproduced here for 
convenience: 
 
[10] Context:  Two ladies discuss whether it is a good idea to sleep in an air- 
conditioned room during the confinement75 month. B reported that ‘they    say 
cannot    switch on air-con’. 
A:  You mean at home cannot sleep with aircon meh?  
B:  They say if the baby is too young 
        A:  Too young is it? 
        B:  Ya, not good.      
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-014) 
 
[10’] You mean at home cannot sleep with aircon?       (constructed for comparison) 
 
In [10], A has, among others, the following assumptions in her environment, which 
she entertains with relative confidence. 
 
[23] Premise 1:  A has an air-conditioner in her house. 
  Premise 2:  The mother sleeps with her new born baby during confinement. 
Premise 3:  It is all right to sleep with the air-conditioner on at home. 
Premise 4:  It is all right for the mother to sleep with the air-conditioner on at   
                   home during confinement. 
     Premise 5: It is all right for a new born baby to sleep with the air-conditioner  
        on. 
 
                                                 
75 A period (usually a month) after a lady has given birth and is supposed to stay at home and regain 
her strength. Some confinement practices are traditional beliefs with no scientific basis. They include 
not bathing, not washing hair, not sleeping in air-conditioned rooms and not drinking plain water.  
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Prior to A’s utterance in [10], B reported that they say cannot switch on air-con.  If 
this is the case, then the assumption that has recently become manifest in the external 
environment may be something such as [24].  
 
[24] Some people say that it is not good to sleep with the air-conditioner on during   
          confinement. 
 
The proposition expressed by [10] is such that a simple yes or no would be enough.  
However, the relevance of [10] is not simply to confirm or deny the proposition 
expressed.  With meh appended to the question, [10] signals that A’s previous 
assumption (e.g. 4 or 5) is challenged by one in the external environment (e.g. [24]). 
Hence, the notion of doubt/scepticism. The result is an incongruity expressed by the 
utterance. In conversations, communicators ordinarily assume that their contributions 
will be seen as consistent with each other in terms of the propositional attitudes as 
well as content conveyed and that deviations from these expectations will be marked 
(Pomerantz 1984). Thus, the incongruity will have to be resolved, and therein lies the 
relevance of the meh-appended utterance. 
 
The use of meh in the question prompts the hearer not just to answer yes or no but to 
attempt to resolve the incongruity which A is presented with by providing an 
explanation (or auxiliary assumption) to enable A to integrate the proposition in her 
cognitive environment. In these cases, often the answer is known to the speaker and 
what she needs is a confirmation and/or an explanation or verification.  The point is to 
enable the proposition expressed by the question to become compatible with the 
speaker’s assumptions and to resolve the contradiction that had arisen in her cognitive 
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environment. The explanation may consist of auxiliary assumptions not yet manifest 
to the speaker or may be reminders of assumptions which the speaker has forgotten, 
or may indicate that the speaker’s assumptions are to be weakened or cancelled in 
order to allow the questioner to assess the proposition.  
 
For both [10] and [10’], the proposition is the same, namely, that it is not wise to sleep 
in an air-conditioned room after the delivery of a baby. If the particle is omitted, as in 
[10’], there is no loss in propositional meaning. What then is the difference between 
an utterance without meh [10’] and one with meh [10]? In [10’], that A asked the 
question gives the hearer grounds for assuming that he (the hearer) has immediate 
access to some context in which the information the speaker is presenting is relevant. 
However, the form of utterance [10’] indicates that he has no particular idea of what 
exactly this context is. In other words, without the particle, the hearer is free to assess 
a host of meanings that the question opens to, including commenting, keeping the 
conversation going, seeking confirmation, and seeking agreement. In the meh-
appended utterance [10], the speaker expects the hearer to access a specific contextual 
assumption and to derive a specific assumption. What meh does is to guide the hearer 
particularly towards a certain interpretation to the exclusion of the other possible 
interpretations. Specifically, meh indicates to the hearer that an existing assumption of 
the speaker is challenged by an external assumption that is recently manifest.  
 
In [21b] He fainted meh? the speaker uses the particle to make known that an existing 




Existing assumptions:  
1. He should not have fainted. 
2.   He cannot have fainted. 
 
Assumption shown in the present situation: 
He has fainted. 
 
The speaker is signalling that her existing assumption (e.g. He should not have 
fainted) is challenged with one in the present situation (i.e. He has fainted). She 
disagrees with the proposition that Michael Jackson has fainted, believing that he did 
not faint. In other words, there is an incongruity between a previous assumption in her 
cognitive environment and one that is recently manifest in the situation. 
 
The incongruity shown may be one of degree [i] and [ii] or an outright disagreement 
[iii], or a softened mitigated disagreement [iv]. 
 
[i] He may have fainted. 
[ii]  I doubt that he has fainted. 
[iii] He did not faint. 
[iv] I do not believe that he has fainted. 
 
The expected relevance of meh-appended utterances is to resolve the incongruity in 
the speaker’s cognitive environment. Thus, we can say that meh facilitates 
interpretation in the inferential stage by indicating to the hearer that an existing 
assumption in the speaker’s mind is challenged. How this incongruity is resolved 
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depends on the context. The analysis of the following examples demonstrates how the 
incongruence in the speaker’s mind is resolved in various contexts. 
 
[25] Context: B has just returned home with several shopping bags full of things   
   and emptying them. 
a.  A:  So many meh? 
         
b.  B:  There was a 20% storewide discount. 
 
This use of meh can be frequently heard in SCE.  The speaker A utters [25a] when the 
hearer is emptying her bags.  A’s utterance suggests something like ‘I can’t believe it’ 
and shows that she cannot accept the proposition expressed by the question (she 
bought so many things) in the given context.  The use of meh indicates that the 
external environment (the situation) challenges one of the contextual assumptions [26] 
manifest in her prior cognitive environment.   
 
[26] A’s contextual assumptions may include: 
Premise 1: B is not working. 
Premise 2: B does not have a lot of money. 
Premise 3: Money can be put to better use. 
Premise 4: B should not spend so much money on shopping. 
 
Meh signals the presence of certain assumptions in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment. These assumptions may or may not be retrieved in the absence of the 
particle. The assumption made accessible by the proposition in [25a] is something like 
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Premise 4. The hearer would choose the first interpretation coherent with the principle 
of relevance. In a sense, A is inviting B to resolve the contradiction.  B explains why 
she has bought so many things.  In other words, B tries to provide auxiliary 
assumptions to allow A to make the proposition compatible with the context set 
(external environment). She makes the utterance There was a 20% storewide 
discount, indicating that it is value for money. The proposition made manifest by 
[25b] helps to reconcile the challenge posed, that is, it helps to resolve the incongruity 
between the proposition made manifest by the external environment and the 
proposition as it would be derived from the previous contextual assumptions in A’s 
cognitive environment. 
 
     On the other hand, let’s say B’s answer is: 
 
[27] They are not mine. Juliana (sister staying with the couple) asked me to bring  
            them home for her. 
           
Given the explanation, A will be able to accept the situation.  In this case, the answer 
given reinterprets the external evidence and has the effect of reconciling the challenge 
posed earlier in [25a].   
 
Back to Gupta’s example [1] repeated here for ease of reference. 
 
Context: B’s mother has asked B where the colour pencil is twice. A is B’s sister. 
[1] A:  You don’t know meh? 
B:  No, I don’t know. Didn’t see. 
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[28] A’s contextual assumptions may include: 
1:  B is a very young girl. 
2:  The colour pencil belongs to B. 
3:  B has been using the colour pencil. 
4:  B should take care of her own things, including the colour pencil. 
5:  B knows where the colour pencil is. 
 
However, the external environment challenges one of the assumptions in A’s previous 
cognitive environment (contextual assumptions): 
 
[29] B does not know where the colour pencil is. 
 
The external environment at present indicates that B does not know where the pencil 
is as shown in [1], where B says I don’t know.  Here, we see the hearer B trying to 
provide auxiliary assumptions to allow A to make the proposition (B does not know) 
compatible with the context set.  In this case, the auxiliary assumption indicates that 
A’s previous contextual assumptions (e.g. B knows where the colour pencil is) need 
to be cancelled. The proposition made manifest (by B in [1]) helps to resolve the 
incongruity (posed by the challenge) between the proposition made manifest by the 
external environment and the proposition as it would be from prior or previous 
assumptions (e.g. Premise 5) in A’s cognitive environment.   
 
Recall that the use of meh is subject to the following condition: the speaker who uses 
meh indicates that a recent contextual assumption, which is becoming manifest to her, 
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challenges a previous assumption in her cognitive environment.  We can now take a 
look at Wong’s example (2000:18) and explain how meh is interpreted in discourse. 
 
Context: A asks B if the latter can get his friend, who works as a salesperson in a 
shop, to buy a piece of merchandise X at staff price.  B says it cannot be done by 
explaining why. 
 
[30] a.  A:  No staff price meh? 
     B:  Not for new things. 
 
 b.  A: No staff price? 
 
[30b] is an example of a negative interrogative. The negative interrogative is a biased 
and has a more complex effect than the positive interrogative (e.g. Is there staff 
price?), which is neutral and more open (Biber et al 1999:1114). This means that the 
number of possible interpretations in a negative interrogative is less than that in a 
positive one. In [30b], A’s negative question disclaims a negative expectation that 
exists in the context, and thus, indicates the speaker’s inclination towards a positive 
answer. The force of [30b] is ‘I expect to pay the staff price for the item and I am 
surprised it is not so’.  
 
In a negative interrogative with the meh particle attached to it [30a], the number of 
possible interpretations is even fewer than a bare negative interrogative. The particle 
guides the hearer to the doubt or scepticism of the speaker to the exclusion of others 
such as disagreement or amazement. Meh indicates to the hearer that an existing 
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assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment is challenged by one that is 
recently manifest in the situation. The resulting incongruity in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment needs to be resolved.  
 
[31] A’s contextual assumptions (prior cognitive environment) may include: 
1.  B is A’s friend. 
2.  B knows a salesperson in a shop. 
3.  B is willing to ask his friend, the salesperson in a shop to buy something at  
     staff price. 
4.  The salesperson can get all pieces of merchandise at staff price. 
5.  A can buy a new piece of merchandise he wants at staff price. 
 
[32] A could not buy a new piece of merchandise he wants at staff price. 
 
B’s answer to the proposition expressed by the meh-appended question helps to meet 
the challenge given by [30a]. The assumption recently manifest, that is,  [31] 
contradicts A’s prior cognitive environment  (e.g. A can buy a new piece of 
merchandise at staff price). B’s explanation helps to resolve the conflict in A’s 
cognitive environment. 
 
This account can satisfactorily explain the data by past researchers such as Gupta 
(1992) and Wong (1994), and a whole range of authentic data.  Let us take a look at 
an example involving a rhetorical question. 
 
[33] Context:  A asks B if she had bought any classical video compact disc            
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            (VCD) at the shop. A has forgotten that the shop did not carry any  
            classical VCD76. B reminded A of that with a rhetorical question. 
A:   Did you get any classical VCD? 
 B:  They got classical VCD meh?   
 
[34] B’s contextual assumptions may include: 
 1. The shop sells VCDs. 
2. A has bought some VCDs from the shop before. 
3. B and A have looked for a classical VCD from the shop before. 
4. The shop does not sell any classical VCD. 
5. A knows that the shop does not sell any classical VCD. 
 
However, the external environment [35] challenges B’s previous cognitive 
environment (e.g. contextual assumption 4.): 
 
[35] The shop sells classical VCDs. 
 
In conversations, communicators ordinarily assume that their contributions will be 
seen as consistent with each other in terms of the propositional attitudes as well as 
content conveyed (Pomerantz 1984). When a communicator signals that a recent 
contribution in the communicative event challenges (is not consistent with) one that is 
in existence, the incongruity has to be resolved. Here, the apparent incongruity is 
between B’s contextual assumptions (e.g. The shop does not sell any classical VCD) 
and the external environment. B challenges A’s implication that the shop sells 
                                                 
76 A classical VCD is a VCD containing a concert performance of classical music. 
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classical VCDs. The incongruity can be possibly settled by A saying something like 
What was I thinking?  Of course the shop does not sell classical VCDs.  B’s utterance 
serves as a reminder to A.  In this case, the existing (previous) assumption that the 
shop does not have any classical VCD is strengthened.   
 
On the other hand, A’s answer may eliminate the assumption that B has (i.e. the shop 
does not sell classical VCDs), for instance, [36]. 
 
[36] A:  The shop sells classical VCDs but it does not have the one I want.  
 
Here, the answer provides clues for B to modify her prior cognitive environment in 
that it cancels some previously manifest assumption  (4. The shop does not sell 
classical VCD) and replaces it by another in order to establish consistency in the 
communicative event.  
 
To recall, meh is a discourse particle that signals an existing assumption in the 
speaker’s cognitive environment is challenged by an assumption that is recently 
manifest in the situation (external environment). Our description on the encoded 
meaning of the meh particle and how it is interpreted in discourse is able to explain 
the different pragmatic effects (e.g. surprise, disagreement) that the particle gives rise 
to. Let us take for instance, [3] from Wong (2000:21) reproduced here for ease of 
reference. 
 
[3] Context: Price tag on a pair of shoes indicates $109. 
      A:  It’s forty dollars. 
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      B:  Not 109 meh?         
      A:  Got discount.   
 
In [3], meh indicates that the speaker B’s previous assumption (that the pair of shoes 
costs $109) is challenged by one that is recently manifest, that is, that the pair of shoes 
did not costs $109 but $40. If one’s assumption is challenged, it is likely that one will 
be surprised, as is the case here. The relevance of the particle is not the surprise but 
the challenge in the speaker’s mind that has to be resolved. A’s reply, Got discount, 
which is a reason for the change in cost price, helps to resolve the original assumption 
that is challenged. According to Wong (2000), meh means ‘the opposite of what was 
thought is true’. This study is similar to Wong’s in that we both look at the encoded 
(he calls it invariant) meaning of the particle. However, my account extends it further 
by demonstrating how the semantics (encoded meaning) of the particle interacts with 
the context to give the overall meaning communicated by the meh-appended 
utterance. For instance, this account shows how the procedural meaning of meh 
(indicates that an existing assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment is 
challenged by one that is recently manifest) in the context in [3] gives rise to the 
pragmatic effect of surprise. The account is also able to predict the sort of answer 
expected from the hearer (i.e. the challenge has to be resolved).  
 
The other pragmatic effects such as disagreement and disbelief can be similarly 
explained. As mentioned by previous researchers (Section 4.2), one of the functions 
of meh is to convey disagreement. In an earlier example, [2a] Early meh?, the speaker 
uses meh to signal that a previous assumption in her cognitive environment (i.e. a 
friend’s return on a certain date is not early) is being challenged by an assumption that 
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is recently manifest (i.e. her addressee’s comment that the friend’s return is early). If 
one disagrees with something a conversational partner has said, one is likely to 
challenge it. Here, the challenge comes about because of one’s disbelief of an 
assumption that is recently manifest. Thus, the procedural meaning of meh can be 
realised as disagreement as is the case in [2a]. 
 
For the pragmatic effect of disbelief, consider [3] He fainted meh? mentioned before 
(Section 4.2). In [3], the speaker’s belief that someone like Michael Jackson could not 
have fainted (previous assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment) is 
challenged by what her conversational partner has recently said, that is, that Michael 
Jackson fainted (a recent assumption that is manifest). Here, the challenge arises from 
the speaker’s disbelief that Michael Jackson has fainted. If one’s assumption is 
challenged, it could be because of disbelief, as is the case in [3]. The above shows that 
the pragmatic effects of disagreement and disbelief result from the procedural 
meaning of meh. Thus, the current account on meh can better explain the meaning of 




In the previous section, I looked at how a speaker uses meh, that is, how meh 
facilitates communication by minimizing processing effort. In this section, I will 
consider what meh communicates. As I have discussed in Chapter 3, in conveying a 
message, speakers tend to economise on the speech signal to reduce hearer’s 
processing effort. Speakers not only communicate propositional content, but also 
express attitudes, personal feelings, value judgments, or evaluations. In other words, 
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they often express epistemic stance77 or propositional attitudes towards the 
propositions. The propositional attitudes can be coded in a range of forms (e.g. in the 
adverb unfortunately or a modal verb, must) including discourse particles. Singapore 
Colloquial English has a set of discourse particles that can be looked at as expressing 
epistemic judgments, stance or propositional attitudes. In the case of meh-appended 
utterances, the attribution of stance is to the speaker. Gupta (forthcoming) provides a 
general account on discourse particles in SCE as expressing epistemic modalities. My 
account is in line with Gupta’s, but I will give a detailed analysis of meh and attempt 
to extend it further. 
 
As is well known, the declarative question is a special type of yes-no question and 
shows its assertive character (Quirk and Greenbaum 1972:195). The declarative 
question is a biased question in that the expected relevance is the desired thought, that 
is, a confirmation or a denial. The meh-appended utterance is a declarative question 
and this constrains the interpretation of the utterance in terms of its attitudinal 
meaning and illocutionary force. However, meh is optional. In such cases, the focus of 
the utterance is on the optional constituent (Givon 1993: Vol. II 188) and I would like 
to suggest that the force of the utterance is the particle meh attached to the end of the 
utterance. In the meh-appended utterance, meh is used to indicate the speaker’s 
uncertainty to the proposition. In the extract [37] below, two friends discuss about 
putting money into the Central Provident Fund (CPF), a form of savings for the 
individual enforced by the government. They will need to put in more money into the 
CPF to meet the minimum requirement (top up). 
 
                                                 
77 The stance of the speaker is similar to those found in tags in tag questions. For further details on tags, 
see Biber et al (1999:1080). 
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[37] A: Ya, how come didn't go and top up? 
B: Oh must top up meh? But I was thinking you put one thousand over dollars    
      into the CPF. Just to put it there, I think it’s quite silly right? 
 A: Then you can sell it when the thing is listed lah 
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-086) 
 
Here we can see that speaker B is indicating her doubt or disagreement to the 
proposition (i.e. the need to top up the CPF). [37] provides good evidence that meh is 
speaker-oriented in that it signals the speaker’s doubt. B (the one making the meh-
utterance) carries on speaking without waiting for a response. This suggests that the 
focus information encoded in meh has to do with indicating the speaker’s doubt or 
scepticism, rather than eliciting a response from the hearer.  
 
I would like to point out that SCE discourse particles do not have purely speaker-
orientation or hearer-orientation as their use generally suggests responses from the 
hearers and at the same time, they may express the speaker’s attitude. However, I 
would like to suggest that a distinction between discourse particles having speaker-
orientation or hearer-orientation is helpful. Though SCE discourse particles call for 
appropriate responses from the hearers, the discourse particles could be significantly 
speaker-oriented rather than hearer-orientated, as in the case of meh (see above 
example [37]). On the other hand, SCE discourse particles could be said to have 
hearer-orientation in that the hearer’s response is necessary (not just suggested).   The 
distinction is helpful in distinguishing two SCE particles, namely, meh and hor. The 
information encoded in the meh particle is in contrast with that of another particle in 
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SCE, hor, as in [38], where the emphasis is on the necessity of a hearer’s response 
(hearer-oriented).  
 
[38] A: Remind me to get Today 78 hor? 
 B:  Okay. Bye bye. 
 
At this point, I will consider one of the issues raised in Chapter 2, What does meh 
communicate? The particle meh communicates attitudinal information relating to the 
emotional state of the speaker. In other words, meh indicates an emotional attitude of 
the speaker towards proportional content. What this emotional attitude is depends on 
the context and needs to be accessed via pragmatic processes. The emotional attitude 
descriptions include surprise as in You not asleep meh? or scepticism as in the case of 
He fainted meh? In You not asleep meh?, the relevance of the utterance is not the 
answer to the question (You not asleep?) but to indicate the speaker’s surprise that the 
hearer is still not asleep. Another example of the type of attitudinal information 
encoded in meh is disbelief as shown in [10], repeated here for easier reference. I will 
elaborate on this further in a later section on higher-level explicatures (4.8). 
 
[10] You mean at home cannot sleep with aircon meh?  
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-014) 
 
In [10], though the use of meh may warrant the hearer’s response (because the ball is 
in the hearer’s court), I would like to suggest that the focus information in meh has to 
                                                 
78 Today is Singapore’s second largest circulating newspaper (Today 12 November 2003) 
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do with signalling the speaker’s attitude and thus, is significantly speaker-oriented 
rather than hearer-orientated. 
 
 In the above section, I suggest what meh encodes: meh contains attitudinal 
information of the speaker, that is, it shows speaker-orientation. More specifically, the 
particle indicates to the hearer that an existing assumption in the speaker’s 
environment is challenged by one that is recently manifest.  
 
4.5.3 Ill-formed meh-constructions 
 
As mentioned in Section 4.4, meh is not found in certain syntactic constructions, for 
example, wh-interrogatives. This section examines and provides an explanation why it 
is unacceptable for meh to be in certain contexts.  As proposed, the unified (encoded) 
meaning of meh is that it expresses that a recently manifest assumption in the external 
environment challenges a previous assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment. In [21b] He fainted meh?, that the speaker knows the answer to the 
question she is asking is becoming manifest in the external environment.  If the 
answer is not manifest (at least partially), meh is not used. Perhaps, this explains why 
meh does not occur in wh-interrogatives such as Where is John meh? [12a] and How 
is she meh? [12c] where the answers to the questions are not manifest in the speaker’s 
cognitive environment. To elaborate, the cognitive assumptions manifest in the wh-
interrogative, Where is John? include the following: 
 
1.  John is somewhere. 
2. John is not here. 
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3. The speaker is asking the hearer where John is. 
4. The speaker is questioning the hearer where John is. 
 
When meh is added to a wh-interrogative, for example [12a], it would appear that the 
speaker is doubtful about the question she is asking. The explicatues of [12a] may be 
as follows: 
 
1. ?The speaker doubts that she is asking the hearer where John is. 
2. ?The speaker is sceptical that she wants to know where John is. 
3. ?The speaker disagrees with her question to know where John is. 
 
The question mark suggests that these explicatures are not likely in communication. 
 
In the relevance-theoretic view, wh-interrogatives are seen to have a logical form but 
no fully propositional form (Sperber and Wilson 1995:252). In wh-interrogatives, the 
speaker is asking Wh-P where P is the less-than-propositional form of the utterance. 
In other words, the speaker who asks Wh-P guarantees the relevance of some true 
completion of the incomplete thought represented by P. P interpreted into a fully 
propositional thought can be found in the interpretations of answers that the speaker 
would regard as relevant if true. In the above example, Where is John meh?, the 
speaker is asking for the location of John (P) and communicates an incompletion of a 
relevant thought (i.e. the answer to the question). On account of this, we can explain 
why it is improbable for meh to occur with a wh-interrogative. The relevance of a wh-
interrogative is the answer to the question (in example [12a], it may be that John is 
home).  Meh indicates that a recent assumption in the external environment challenges 
 192
an existing assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment. Here, the existing 
assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment is that the speaker wants to know 
where John is. The recently manifest assumption (unless the answer to the question is 
given) is also the speaker wanting to know the whereabouts of John. It follows then 
that there is no recently manifest assumption that challenges the existing assumption 
in the speaker’s cognitive environment. Thus, it is improbable for meh to occur with a 
wh-interrogative.  
 
However, in a situation where the speaker knows the answer (e.g. John is home), then 
the recently manifest assumption may be that the speaker is surprised that John is 
home and is not asking where he is. The recently manifest assumption (the speaker is 
not asking where John is) thus contrasts with the existing assumption in the speaker’s 
cognitive environment (the speaker is asking where John is). Hence, it is acceptable 
for meh to be used (e.g. John is home meh?). 
 
For the same reason, meh cannot be found in syntactic isolation. The case of Why the 
adults no need to eat meh? will be discussed in a later section. The relevance-
theoretic view of imperatives is that they are descriptions of desirable states of affairs. 
If our analysis of meh is correct, then the unacceptability of an imperative with meh 
can be explained in the following manner. Consider [14b] repeated here for ease of 
reference. 
 
[14] b.  *Eat your food meh? 
 
[14’] Eat your food. 
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The assumption manifest by [14b] and [14’] is a potential (desired) state of affairs. 
Explicatures of [14b] include the following: 
 
1. The speaker is instructing the hearer to eat his food. 
2. The speaker is requesting the hearer to eat his food. 
3. The speaker is insisting that the hearer eats his food. 
 
When meh is added to the imperative, for example, [14b], it means that the speaker is 
sceptical about the instruction that he is giving. Thus, the explicatures of [14b] may be 
as follows: 
 
1. ?The speaker doubts that he is instructing the hearer to eat his food. 
2. ?The speaker is sceptical that he is requesting the hearer to eat his food. 
3. ?The speaker is sceptical that he is insisting that the hearer eats his food. 
4. ?The speaker disagrees with her instruction to the hearer to eat his food. 
 
If our analysis of meh is correct, we can explain the unacceptability in the following 
manner. An imperative is a description of a desired state of affairs (in this case, the 
hearer to eat his food). Meh indicates that a recent assumption in the external 
environment challenges a previous assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment. This is not compatible with a description of a potential state of affairs 
because there is no challenge posed. There is no recently manifest assumption that 
challenges a previous assumption (which may be the hearer refuses to eat). The 
speaker is definite about the desired state of affairs. Thus, it is unacceptable for meh 
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to occur with an imperative. Interestingly, if another SCE particle hor is attached to an 
imperative, it is acceptable.  
 
[39] Eat your food hor? 
 
One difference between meh and hor suggested in this study is that meh is speaker-
oriented and hor is hearer-oriented. Perhaps this difference can offer us an 
explanation why it is acceptable for hor to occur with an imperative and not meh. Hor 
is hearer-oriented in the sense proposed in this study: to elicit a response from the 
hearer. The propositional form of [39] needs to be re-stated to yield [40] as an 
explicature: 
 
[40] (The hearer) will eat his food. 
 
I give a detailed analysis of hor in Chapter 5.  In the next part, I suggest why meh 
does not occur with exclamatives. 
 
In the relevance-theoretic account of communication, interrogatives and exclamatives 
involve ‘an interpretive relation between the speaker’s thought and desirable 
thoughts’ (Sperber and Wilson 1995:231). The advantage of looking at interrogatives 
and exclamatives in this manner is that it offers an explanation for the striking 
syntactic similarities between interrogative and exclamative sentences. The speech-act 
accounts explain interrogatives as typically requests for information and exclamatives 
as emphatic assertions. The consistent cross-linguistic parallelisms between utterance 
types are not captured in the traditional speech-act accounts. In relevance-theoretic 
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terms, interrogatives and exclamatives are specialised for interpretive use, rather than 
descriptive use (see Sperber and Wilson 1995). The relevance-theoretic account goes 
as follows:  
 
According to Sperber and Wilson (1995), in an interrogative, a speaker who asks Wh-
P (an indirect question) guarantees the relevance of some true completion of the 
incomplete thought represented by P. 
 
In an exclamative, a speaker who says that Wh-P (an indirect exclamation) guarantees 
the truth of some relevant completion of the incomplete thought represented by P. 
(Sperber and Wilson 1995:253). Consider the following: 
 
[41] Is it a big boat? 
 
[42] What a big boat! 
 
In [41], the speaker is communicating that the interpretation of the thought into a fully 
propositional thought (the answer to the question) is relevant if true. The speaker of 
the exclamative [42] guarantees the truth of some relevant completion of the logical 
form she has articulated. In other words, it is the first accessible assumption which 
would be relevant to the hearer and which says how big the boat is. The speaker of 
[42] is guaranteeing that the boat is bigger than what the hearer would have expected. 
 
On this account, we can see why an exclamative [42] is incompatible with meh. If the 
speaker is guaranteeing that the boat is bigger than what the hearer would have 
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expected, it is contradictory if a particle indicating something like ‘I doubt it is a big 
boat’ attached to it. It is improbable to have the speaker guaranteeing the truth of 
some relevant completion of the incomplete thought represented by [42] and the 
speaker signalling that a previous assumption has been challenged by a recent one. 
Hence, the unacceptability of an exclamative with meh. 
 
I have given suggestions why meh cannot occur with wh-interrogatives and 
exclamatives, something which has not been dealt with before in previous accounts.  
In the next section, I consider the kind of meaning meh encodes in terms of the 
conceptual/procedural distinction. 
 
4.6 Conceptual or procedural? 
 
As discussed in Chapter 3, an utterance can be described in terms of the distinction 
between conceptually and procedurally encoded information.  Linguistic 
constructions can encode ‘concepts or conceptual representations on the one hand, 
and procedures for manipulating them on the other’ (Wilson and Sperber 1993:10). 
The distinction between conceptual meaning and procedural meaning is a useful one 
when we consider the meaning of discourse particles. Infantidou (2001) analysed 
hearsay particles such as taha in Modern Greek, and tte in Japanese as encoding 
procedural meaning, whereas hearsay adverbials such as allegedly and reportedly as 




Linguistic information is often under specified, that is, the encoded meaning of 
linguistic items (including discourse particles) generally underdetermines the 
contribution of those linguistic items to the overall meaning communicated by the 
utterances in which they occur. This means that the encoded meaning (semantic 
meaning) of a linguistic item only represents a useful constraint on the kinds of 
pragmatic inferences that the hearer will draw in his effort to understand the utterance 
communicated. In other words, pragmatic inference plays a significant role in the 
derivation of the proposition explicitly communicated. A range of linguistic devices 
such as intonation, word order, expressions like please, huh, or meh guide the 
inferential process in different ways. I argue that the discourse particle meh guides the 
inferential process by providing procedural constraints on explicatures. The idea of 
constraints on explicatures was first mentioned in Wilson and Sperber (1993). 
Pronouns and mood indicators fall into this category. While pronouns are treated as 
encoding procedural constraints on truth-conditional content, mood indicators are 
seen as encoding procedural constraints on higher-level explicatures. In other words, 
mood indicators contain information constraining the inferential process of 
constructing higher-level explicatures. Declaratives show that the state of affairs 
described is seen as actual; imperatives show that the state of affairs described is seen 
as desirable and achievable. Interrogatives do not represent any state of affairs but 
interpretively represent a certain thought. This thought is the answer to the question 
and indicates that it is desirable (or relevant) from someone’s point of view. The 
difference between declarative and non-declarative sentences is discussed in terms of 
the higher-level explicatures they communicate. We might thus expect other types of 
particles used interpretively, for example, meh, to be analysed along similar lines as 
mood indicators.  
 198
The interrogative utterance can be indicated by a range of linguistic devices, for 
example, by intonation, by the presence of wh-words or by the use of an interrogative 
particle. This suggests that particles can be treated along the same lines as other types 
of mood indicators. Given the distinction between conceptual and procedural 
meaning, it would be difficult to justify treating intonation or wh-constructions in 
conceptual rather than procedural terms. A case for treating mood indicators as 
encoding procedural meaning is that the clues in a given sentence may point in 
different directions (quoted in Infantidou 2001:189). According to Infantidou (ibid, 
189), if indicators encode their associated assumptions, the result should be a 
contradiction, and yet no contradiction is perceived. Consider [43] an example given 
by Infantidou: 
 
[43]  a.  Which train will you catch tomorrow? 
 b.  I’ll catch the 5 o’clock train79. 
 
In [43b] the declarative sentence may be uttered with questioning intonation, that is, 
rising intonation. According to relevance theory, a declarative sentence shows the 
speaker saying something, while an interrogative sentence shows the speaker asking 
whether. If we consider the speech-act information as conceptual information, there 
would be a kind of contradiction in [43b]. However, there is no contradiction 
perceived. If we consider mood indicators as giving hints in which the intended 
meaning is to be found (i.e. as encoding procedural information), there will be no 
contradiction in cases such as [43b]. 
 
                                                 
79 The rising intonation at the end of the utterance in [43b] indicates (procedurally) the speaker’s 
tentativeness/lessened commitment  to the proposition expressed. 
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A further point to treat particles as encoding procedural meaning is that in many 
languages, accounts of particles which function as mood indicators are analysed as 
encoding procedural rather than conceptual meaning, for example, Escandell-Vidal 
(1998), Andersen (2000) and Nicolle (2000b). Generally, propositional attitude or 
speaker’s attitude toward the propositions expressed can be indicated not only by 
phonological structure (intonation) and prosodic structure (voice quality, pitch) but 
also by the mood indicators and particles. Examples include ‘Procedural encoding of 
propositional attitude in Norwegian conditional clauses’ (Fretheim 2000), ‘The 
attitudinal meaning of preverbal markers in Gascon: insights from the analysis of 
literary and spoken language data’ (Pusch 2000), and ‘Procedural encoding of 
explicatures by the Modern Greek particle taha’ (Infantidou 2000). The evidence in 
the literature shows that there is no reason to look at these cases in conceptual terms 
as looking at them in procedural terms explains their functions well. Researchers such 
as Infantidou and Nicolle have used various ways to test if a linguistic item encodes 
conceptual or procedural meaning and my account will follow along these lines. We 
will see if there is any evidence to treat meh as encoding conceptual meaning. 
 
But what is procedural meaning exactly? If we employ the distinction of concepts 
being representational, then we may look at procedures as computational instructions 
to the addressee. This is the case with discourse connectives as however, but, so, after 
all (Chapter 3). However with other non-truth conditional entities such as discourse 
particles, it may be more helpful to consider procedures in a wider perspective. We 
may consider procedures in the sense that they are generating certain contextual 
assumptions, or certain types of representations, or certain deductive principles. In the 
case of pronouns, we can say that they are generating a group of referents from which 
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the addressee must choose. In the case of mood indicators, we could characterise them 
as generating a certain propositional attitude descriptions, which the addressee is 
expected to draw on during the interpreting process. In the literature, relevance 
theorists suggest certain principles for a linguistic entity to encode procedural 
information. These rules include: procedures are not easily brought to consciousness; 
they do not undergo the regular compositional rules; unlike concepts, procedures 
cannot be negated; and that they do not appear to be synonymous with their 
conceptual counterparts. 
 
Firstly, procedures, unlike concepts which have mental representations, cannot be 
brought to consciousness (Wilson and Sperber 1993:17). There seems to be a 
connection between something which is truth-evaluable (concepts) and computations 
in which the question of truth and falsity simply does not arise.  In other words, a 
speaker using conceptual representation can be accused of giving an untruthful 
description state of affair. Consider examples [44] and [45]. 
 
[44] A:  Frankly, this steak is less than perfect. 
B:  That’s not true. You’re not being frank.  
     (Wilson and Sperber 1993:18) 
 
[45] A:  John is waiting at the airport, I think. 
B:  That’s not true; you don’t think anything of that sort.   
       (Infantidou 1994:168) 
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This property of untruthfulness is not shared by discourse particles, including meh.  
Consider [7], repeated here for convenience, and [46]: 
 
[7] A:  Oh must top up meh?                         (ICE-SIN-S1A-074) 
 
The utterance [7] makes only one assertion, and is true if and only if the account 
needs to be topped up80. The hearer could not respond to A with: You are lying, you 
are not doubtful that it must be topped up. 
 
[46] A:  Now actually most of our students are like that meh?   
         (ICE-SIN-S2A-031) 
 
Similarly, [46] is true if and only if the proposition (most of the students are behaving 
in a certain manner) is true and the hearer could not respond with: You are not telling 
the truth, you are not sceptical that the students are like that.  [7] and [46] can be 
explained if we assume that it encodes procedural rather than conceptual meaning. 
Meh encodes a meaning that cannot be brought into the forefront to be challenged 
unlike the conceptual Frankly the steak is less than perfect which is open to challenge 
on the ground of untruthfulness. 
 
Secondly, meh cannot be the constituent of more complex particle phrases which 
undergo the regular compositional rules. Conceptual words such as verbs and adverbs 
                                                 
80 The context of the utterance is that the communicators are discussing the topping up of their Central 
Provident Fund (CPF, a savings plan enforced by the government for all workers to ensure that there is 
adequate money for them when they retire) account in order to enjoy a certain amount given freely by 
the government. 
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can have complex syntactic and semantic structure, as shown in the examples [47] and 
[48]. 
 
[47] a.  Mary is, I believe, a wonderful cook. 
b.  Mary is, I increasingly tend to believe, a wonderful cook. 
 
[48] a.  Evidently, she is a diligent girl. 
b.  Quite evidently, she is a diligent girl. 
 
However meh, like other linguistic devices with procedural meaning, does not exhibit 
such compositionality and productivity; they do not form syntactically and 
semantically complex discourse particles as shown in the unacceptability of [49b]. 
 
[49] a.  Mary is a wonderful cook meh? 
 b.  *Mary is a wonderful cook increasingly meh? 
 
Thirdly, it is difficult to bring the meaning of meh to consciousness and to analyse it 
in conceptual terms. We see that meh, unlike concepts, cannot be the focus of cleft 
sentences, as shown in the unacceptability of [49]. 
 
[50] ?It was meh that did it.  
 
Furthermore, meh cannot be translated into the constituents of conceptual 
representations. This can perhaps be shown in the fact that meh is not paraphrased in 
reported speech. In Section B of the survey that I carried out, I gave sentences 
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containing SCE discourse particles in direct speech and asked the respondents to 
report what the speaker said to someone else. To illustrate, I will take an example 
from the survey: 
 
[51] a.  “At home cannot sleep in aircon meh?” 
 b.  She asked if one could sleep at home without aircon. 
 
All the respondents translated the conceptual parts of the direct speech into indirect 
speech, making the necessary changes (e.g. inserting one). It seems that the effect of 
meh may be represented in the speech-act verb asked. However, whether this is so or 
not could not be determined because it may have come from the high tone at the end 
of the utterance (typical of yes-no questions). Thus, it appears that the attitude of the 
speaker towards the proposition as indicated by the particle meh (e.g. that the speaker 
is sceptical about the proposition) is not translated.  
 
Interestingly, discourse connectives such as but and and are translated in reported 
speech. For example, [52a] translated in reported speech is [52b].  
 
[52] a.  She said, ‘Tom is home but Ben is out’.  
b.  She said that Tom was home but Ben was out.  
 
On account of this, we may postulate that the difference between a discourse 
connective and a discourse particle (such as meh) is that a discourse particle is not 
translated in reported speech while a discourse connective is preserved in the reported 
speech.  
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In the above section, I have shown that there is no evidence to treat meh as encoding 
conceptual information. What meh signals is a procedure to follow in order to process 
the information. This means that meh contributes to relevance by operating as 
signposts that indicate to the hearer how an utterance is to be understood, thus 
minimising the processing effort of the hearer in utterance comprehension. As 
mentioned (Section 4.5), meh indicates that an external assumption challenges a 
previous one in the speaker’s cognitive environment.  
 
I have argued that meh encodes procedural information which triggers a different sort 
of relevant assumptions from that of concepts.  Procedural information narrows the 
number of hypotheses the hearer needs to consider in order to arrive at an optimally 
relevant interpretation, thus making the task easier.  
 
4.7 Truth-conditional or non-truth-conditional? 
 
The distinction between truth-conditional and non-truth-conditional meaning does not 
equal the distinction between conceptual and procedural meaning.  For example, 
sentence adverbials such as frankly and seriously are treated as non-truth-conditional, 
but they encode conceptual meaning (Wilson and Sperber 1993; Blakemore 1992).  In 
the case of meh, does the presence of the particle affect the truth-conditions of the 
host utterance? Consider [21b], reproduced here for ease of reference. 
 
Context: Three friends talk about the pop-star, Michael Jackson and the 
concert he gave in Singapore. B is surprised that the robust singer has 
fainted. 
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[21] b.  A: He fainted even before the concert. 
     B: He fainted meh?              (ICE-SIN-S1A-068) 
 
The question to consider is whether the truth conditions of [21b] is [53a] or [53b-d]. 
 
Explicatures of B’s utterance in [21b] include: 
[53] a.   Michael Jackson fainted before his concert. 
b. B is sceptical that Michael Jackson fainted. 
c. B is asking if Michael Jackson fainted. 
d. There is a conflict in B’s mind that Michael Jackson fainted. 
 
B’s utterance in [53] is true if and only if Michael Jackson fainted; that is, if and only 
if the explicature in [53a] is true. The rest of the explicatures [53b-d] may be true or 
false in their own right but make no contribution to the truth conditions of B’s 
utterance. I suggest that meh encourages the construction of the explicature along the 
lines of [54]: 
 
[54] There is a previous assumption in B’s mind that challenges the truth of the 
statement that Michael Jackson fainted before his concert. 
 
The presence of the particle does not affect the truth conditions of the utterance, thus  





4.8 Explicit or implicit? 
 
Blakemore (1992:7) states that partners constantly have to decide which assumptions 
need to be made explicit and which can remain implicit but will still be available to 
interpret an utterance. Meh not only provides instructions on how to take the utterance 
but also constrains higher-level explicatures. Consider [55] 
 
 Context: An overseas student (B) is having a conversation with A in 
Singapore. 
[55] A:  You got overdraft facility meh? 
 B:   Ya. Students have overdraft facilities here. 
                   (ICE-SIN-S1A-062) 
 
[56] Explicatures of the utterance in [55] include: 
 a.   B has overdraft facility. 
e. A is surprised that B has overdraft facility. 
f. A is asking if B has overdraft facility. 
g. A is sceptical that B has overdraft facility. 
h. A is doubtful that B has overdraft facility. 
 
Meh, together with rising intonation, is a way of expressing an uncertainty. I suggest 
that it encourages the construction of higher-level explicature along the lines of [57]. 
 
[57] A is sceptical about the truth of the statement that B has overdraft facility. 
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A’s utterance in [55] is true if and only if B has overdraft facility; that is, if and only if 
the explicature in [56a] is true. The rest of the explicatures [56b-e] may be true or 
false in their own right but make no contribution to the truth conditions of A’s 
utterance. Thus, meh contributes to the explicit side of communication, particularly to 
higher-level explicatures. 
 
4.9 Meh and the why construction 
 
Now, we go back to why meh can be attached to a why construction in SCE. Recall 
the utterance [13] reproduced here for ease of reference. 
 
[13] a.  Why the adults no need to eat meh?           (ICE-SIN-S1A-007) 
 b.  Why the adults no need to eat? 
 
In SCE, a why construction such as [58] signals a demand for justification (Alsagoff, 
Bao, and Wee 2001:248). 
 
[58] Why you run every day? 
 
According to them, in [58] the speaker implies that the subject should not run every 
day. Also, Why you run every day?  is a more polite way of talking to the addressee 
than Why run every day? (without the subject you). By extension, the construction 
[13b] Why the adults no need to eat? indicates a demand for justification. In [13b], A 
is demanding that B give a reason for not catering food for the adults. By attaching 
the meh particle to the why construction [13a] Why the adults no need to eat? the 
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speaker is indicating her tentativeness (doubt) to the question. In other words, the 
intended meaning for Why the adults no need to eat meh? is that of a polite request 
rather than a demand for justification. A questioning stance is potentially an 
aggressive speech-act81. In order to mitigate the face-threatening speech-act, the 
speaker attaches the particle meh to the why construction. The meaning of the particle 
as we have postulated (that is, doubt or scepticism) still stands. Because of the 
‘doubting’ attitude of the speaker, the utterance is construed not as a question but as a 
polite request for a reason. Thus, because of the way the why construction functions in 
SCE, meh can be attached to it: to perform the specific function of dulling the force of 
the demand for justification and making it more polite. 
 
To summarise, in the light of the above analysis, it is clear that meh is speaker-
oriented and signals to the hearer that a recently manifest assumption challenges an 
assumption in the prior cognitive environment of the speaker. The resulting 
incongruity has to be resolved. The speaker is asking the hearer to provide the 
premises required to allow her to access the proposition and to process it against a 
context with the aim of resolving the conflict. The hearer is guided to interpret the 
speaker’s utterance, thus reducing processing effort. Additionally, in an earlier section 
(5.2), I mentioned that I will consider the meh particle in terms of the following three 
distinctions: conceptual/procedural, truth-conditional/non truth-conditional and 
explicit/implicit. As we have seen, the discourse particle meh does not encode 
conceptual meaning.  Its function is to impose guidance on relevance in virtue of the 
inferential connections they express. As mentioned above, meh signals to the hearer 
that an external assumption challenges a previous one in the speaker’s cognitive 
                                                 
81 In Brown and Levinson’s (1987) theory of politeness, a demand for justification threatens both the 
hearer’s positive and negative faces. 
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environment. My analysis attempts to show the meaning of meh as constraints on the 
inferential computations the host utterances may undergo. Next, meh is found to be a 
non-truth-conditional particle that provides instructions on how to take the utterance. 
Finally, meh constrains higher-level explicatures, that is, it contributes to the explicit 
side of communication. 
 
This account of meh has several advantages. First, It provides a unitary analysis of the 
particle, something that has not been done in the past. Meh is a discourse particle 
signalling that an existing assumption in the speaker’s mind is challenged by an  
assumption that is recently manifest in the situation.  
 
Second, it explains the difference between an utterance with meh and one without, 
which has not been adequately dealt with in previous studies. A relevance-theoretic 
account of meh explains the difference in the following manner.  By providing an 
overt guarantee of relevance, meh can guide the hearer to explore assumptions 
explicitly communicated by an utterance, including contextual assumptions intended 
by the speaker. An utterance without meh does not have this encouragement. The 
presence of meh helps to constrain the possible interpretations of the utterance, thus 
reducing processing effort. 
 
Next, this account not only explains how meh is interpreted in discourse, it also 
discusses when meh is not used. In other words, it can help predict when the particle 
cannot be used. Meh cannot be used in certain syntactic constructions such as wh-
interrogatives, imperatives, and exclamatives. An assumption in the speaker’s prior 
environment needs to be challenged by one that has recently been manifest for meh to 
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be used correctly. We can see that a relevance-theoretic approach provides us with the 




In this chapter, I have given an account of the use of the SCE discourse particle meh.  
I argue that meh is used not to contribute to the proposition expressed by the utterance 
but as a procedural particle to constrain the inferential phase of utterance 
interpretation. It is seen to be non-truth-conditional. The function of meh is to guide 
the interpretation process by specifying certain properties of context and contextual 
effects and building an optimal relevance between the utterance proposition and 
interpretation. More specifically, meh is associated with an utterance whose 
propositional content is becoming manifest in the speaker’s environment and the role 
of the particle is to signal to the hearer that this proposition challenges a proposition 
in the speaker’s cognitive environment.  Hence, the notion of surprise, doubt or 
scepticism. 
 
Answers which are appropriate to meh appended questions seek to resolve the 
challenged posed. The answer to a meh question may take the form of auxiliary 
assumptions made manifest, to be added to the speaker’s cognitive environment, or it 
will indicate which of the assumptions currently manifest in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment must be abandoned (disagreement) in order to help the speaker integrate 




To summarise, meh is: 
1. A reducer of effort 
2. Speaker-oriented 
3. Procedural 
4. Non truth-conditional 
5. Contributes to the explicit side of communication 
 
The unified (encoded) meaning of meh can be stated as follows: 
 
Meh is a discourse particle that expresses that a recently manifest assumption in the 
external environment challenges a previous assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment.  
 
The functions or uses of meh such as questions a presupposition, conveys 
disagreement, expresses surprise, disbelief, opposite of what was thought is true, 
follows from the unified (encoded) meaning of meh. 
 
I have outlined how meh is interpreted in discourse.  In doing so, it appears that there 
can be a link between a linguistic form (such as meh) with a pragmatic interpretation. 
However, the meaning of the linguistic form is often under-specified. It is but a 
snapshot of the picture that must be enriched by the context and the process of 
pragmatic inference in order to obtain a full interpretation. Relevance theory, a 
pragmatic theory of information processing is seen to have provided a set of tools 








In Chapter 4, I described how meh is interpreted in discourse. Meh is one of the 
linguistic coded means for constraining the inferential tasks involved in utterance 
interpretation. In the description of meh, the distinction between conceptual and 
procedural meaning is a useful one. However, there is much to learn on what it means 
for a linguistic item (such as so or meh) to encode a procedure. It would seem that 
discourse particles in Singapore Colloquial English encode procedural meaning. As I 
have mentioned in the previous chapter, a further distinction is helpful in making the 
encoded meanings of discourse particles such as meh and hor in Singapore Colloquial 
English clearer. This distinction, as I have suggested in Chapter 3, is that of a 
discourse particle being speaker-oriented or hearer-directed. We have seen that meh is 
speaker-oriented. In this chapter, we will see that unlike meh, hor is hearer-directed, 
that is, it directs the hearer to focus on information presented and seeks the hearer’s 
positive response to the proposition. Consider [1a]. 
 
[1] a. Context: Two girl friends are discussing an overseas trip. A makes a  
                   suggestion and garners support from B. 
   A: Maybe we should make it more enjoyable hor? 
         B: Ya lah. I think it’s up to us.  
                                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-057) 
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In [1a], note the clause-final position of hor and how it serves to invite the hearer for a 
response. Two friends are discussing an overseas trip. A suggests that the 
responsibility is on them to make the trip more enjoyable and ends her utterance with 
hor. A expects B to give a positive response, that is, to agree with her that it is up to 
them to make the overseas trip enjoyable. The response, as expected by A is given in 
B’s subsequent utterance where she says Ya lah. Other examples of  hor-appended 
utterances are given in [1b-c]. 
 
[1] b. Context: Two persons are discussing how long they should stay in Austria for  
a tour. It’s more expensive to stay in Austria so they have to budget 
more for it. 
A:  See how many days you know? 
B:  One two three four five six.   Six days hor? 
A:  Ya, but then the thing is, Austria, we’ll be there for six days. 
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-017) 
 
As in [1a], speaker B in [1b] expects A to provide a response to the proposition that 
they will stay in Austria for six days and the response is given in the subsequent 
utterance when A says Ya.  
 
[1] c.  Context: A states that if the people who work with her are jovial, she feels  
very happy and will be able to work at a faster speed.  She asserts         
that (in order to work well) one  has to cheer up and asks for B’s 
support in her proposition. 
A: Don't know lah. I think it depends a lot on me, not so much of the           
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    surrounding. So, got to cheer up hor? 
B:  Ya okay. So I think we can we can make a difference. 
                (ICE-SIN-S1A-057) 
 
In [1c] So, got to cheer up hor? B seeks A’s positive response and A does so, as 
shown in Ya okay. In all three examples above, we can see that hor is hearer-directed 
in that it signals to the hearer to provide a positive response.  
 
This chapter contains an extensive analysis of the hor particle in Singapore Colloquial 
English. My hypothesis is that hor is a particle that directs the hearer to focus on 
information82 presented in the hor-appended segment and invites the hearer’s 
response to the proposition. 
  
After the introduction which includes some examples of how hor is used, I will give 
an account of previous studies on hor. This is followed by a brief description of how 
hor could have been borrowed into SCE. Next, I give the distribution and description 
of the formal features of hor. A detailed description of how hor is interpreted in 
discourse, including the various sentence types it can be attached to, follows. It seems 
that hor is more versatile than meh in that it can be attached to inter alia, imperatives 
and complex clauses. In addition, I will provide suggestions and explanations on 
syntactic constructions which cannot take hor. 
 
 
                                                 
82 The information may or may not be a proposition (e.g. If you have no problems with Tuesday hor is 
not a proposition). 
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5.2 Previous accounts 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, research done on the discourse particle hor is quite rare 
and studies on hor have only been given a brief mention (Wilma, 1987; Gupta 1992). 
However, recently there is a more detailed account given by Gan (2000).  Based on 
the studies done by previous researchers, I give a summary of the functions of hor 
(see Chapter 2 for more details). 
 
A.  To solicit agreement 
 
According to Wilma, the hor particle occurs in sentence-final position to solicit 
agreement (1987:46), for example [2].  
 
[2] Context: A and B are discussing the changes that have taken place on a             
   particular street. 
       A:  Last time don’t have shops hor? 
       B:  Mm hm.                    (Wilma 1987:45) 
                                  
In [2], A wants B to agree with her that there are no shops on a particular street and 
uses the particle hor to do so. B’s answer indicates that he agrees with her. 
 
B. To reduce the harshness of certain utterances 
 
According to past researchers, hor marks the utterance as an order and reduces the 
harshness of certain utterances (Wilma 1987; Gan 2000). This is exemplified by [3], 
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taken from Wilma. A orders the students to stand in line but attaches the particle hor 
to the order, thereby softening it. 
 
[3] Context: In the photostating room, the person in charge is telling the students    
                          to form a queue. 
        A: Stand in line hor.        (Wilma 1987:45) 
 
Gan calls this the ‘request hor’ and is usually ‘found at the end of imperatives’ (Gan 
2000:36). He says that hor turns an utterance from a command or order to a request. 
Here, hor functions as a politeness device that mitigates the addressee’s negative face.  
 
C.  Punctuates an utterance or indicates an intonation break  
 
The particle hor is used to punctuate an utterance (Gupta 1992:45). This use of hor is 
similar to what Gan calls the filler hor as exemplified in [4], taken from Gan. 
 
[4] A: If you all have no problems with Tuesday hor, then I will reschedule my  
      tuition session.             (Gan 2000:37) 
 
Gan states that the filler hor functions as a ‘locutionary device that occurs at an 
intonation break to draw hearers’ attention to the focus on new information in an 





D.  As a device for repair 
 
Finally, the hor particle occurs independently as an utterance and acts as a repair 
device to elicit agreement from the hearer as shown in [5]. In using hor, the speaker is 
eliciting support for a proposition, so when there is no response to an asserted 
proposition, hor can be used as a repair device, conveying the speaker’s insistence for 
a response. In such cases, the particle need not be explicitly attached to a proposition 
as this proposition is understood to be an assertion that was made previously. We see 
this in [5] where A is trying to get B to agree with what she has said earlier (that C is 
always wearing skimpy clothes to class). However, B does not pick up on the topic. 
This prompts B to repair the conversational exchange with the utterance hor in order 
to keep the conversation going by re-initiating the topic. 
 
[5] Context: A and B are talking about C who has a habit of wearing skimpy  
   clothes to class. 
A: Can’t stand her.  She is always wearing skimpy clothes to class. 
       B: (no response) 
       A:  Hor? 
B:  Yah lor. Always trying to seduce the guys.         (Gan 2000:54) 
 
The survey of previous studies of hor suggests that there is more to the discourse 
particle hor than what has been discussed. Descriptions by past researchers (e.g. 
Wilma, Gan) on the uses of hor throw some light on the subject but they are 
inconclusive and none provides a unified meaning of hor. The questions to be 
addressed include an account of how the functions of hor identified above belong 
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together. Thus, we have to ask how hor can, for example, solicit agreement, punctuate 
an utterance, reduce harshness in certain utterances but not in others, and how it can 
act as a repair device. A common problem is that most researchers agree that hor is 
multi-functional in nature but none of them could provide an adequate explanation 
why the same particle has different functions or uses in different contexts. 
 
Second, previous accounts relate the functions of the particle hor to the tone but do 
not relate it to syntax. As we shall see, relating the meaning of the particle to syntax is 
useful in helping us understand how the particle is interpreted in discourse (see 
Section 5.6).  
 
Third, past accounts do not explain why hor cannot be attached to wh-interrogatives, 
for example, *When are you going overseas hor? In other words, ill-formed 
constructions are not discussed. In short, to better understand how the particle hor 
communicates, we need to provide an account that consists of: 
 
i)  a unified (encoded) meaning of the particle; 
ii) how this unified meaning is realised as different functions in the various contexts.  
iii) relate the study of hor to syntax, and 
iv) a discussion of ill-formed constructions of hor. 
  
In the following sections, I propose a unified meaning of hor and explain how the 
apparent disparate functions of hor arise from this unified meaning. As we shall see, 
hor is a particle that draws attention to the speaker’s suggestion and elicits a positive 
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response. As essential background information, in the next section, I will present the 
distribution of hor. This will be followed by an analysis of the particle. 
 
5.3 Hor: from Hokkien and Cantonese into SCE? 
 
As mentioned before, the discourse particles in Singapore Colloquial English are 
loans from Southern China. In this section, I provide a brief account of the etymology 
of hor in SCE. The hor particle in SCE appears to be carried over from a similar 
particle in Hokkien and Cantonese.  
 
Hor in Hokkien can be spoken in a rising tone or a low tone.  Spoken in a rising tone, 
it is used to solicit agreement or seek confirmation (Kwan-Terry 1992). Examples 
(my own and personal communication with Hokkien relatives in China) on the hor in 
Hokkien include the following: 
 
[6] i      jin     sui      ho?  (rising tone) 
            she  very  pretty PRT 
 She is very pretty? 
 
[7] Jin    hou    chitou   ho? (rising tone) 
            very  good  play      PRT 
            Lots of fun? 
 




[8] Li      jitau  kwun  ho? (low tone) 
            you   here   sleep  PRT 
            You sleep here? 
 
The hor from Cantonese is spoken in a rising tone and described by Light as a 
‘confirmatory particle’ associated with women and men in a lower social or 
professional position than their hearer (1982:26; mentioned in Chan 1999:95). The 
following example is from a friend who speaks Cantonese. 
 
[9] Keui  hou    leik      ho? (rising tone) 
 he      very   clever  PRT 
            He’s very clever? 
 
In [9], the speaker turns ‘what would otherwise be a declarative sentence into an 
interrogative one where the speaker is seeking confirmation of her statement from the 
addressee’ (Kwan-Terry 1992:66). 
 
From the above, the hor particle from Cantonese and Hokkien spoken in a rising tone 
(i.e. [6], [7] and [9]) appears to be used by speakers to anticipate positive replies to 
their utterances while the hor in Hokkien spoken in a low tone is used to soften 
requests. 
 
The hor particle in SCE appears to come from these two particles: the hor spoken in a 
rising tone and the one spoken in a low tone. It seems that the two hor particles can be 
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unified in that they are both basically consultative83 in nature (see Section 5.5.1 for 
the unified meaning of hor).  
 
 
5.4 Description and distribution 
 
Hor is phonetically [hΟ], that is, a voiced glottal approximant and a voiced, low, 
back, rounded vowel [Ο] which is spoken with either the rising or low tone.   
 
The discourse particle hor occurs phrase- or clause-finally in declaratives with 
question intonation as shown in [10-12] and imperatives as in [13-14]. 
 
[10] So touching hor?                                               (ICE-SIN-S1A-090) 
[11] Doesn’t smell like tobacco hor?              (ICE-SIN-S1A-008) 
[12] So cute hor?                (ICE-SIN-S1A-057) 
[13] Get Today hor?                   (heard at an MRT84 station) 
[14] A:  Excuse me, how do I get to Block 3? 
        B:  Go straight hor, then turn right.                              (heard in NIE85) 
 
That hor occurs phrase- or clause-finally is further exemplified in the environments 
that hor cannot occur as shown in [15a-h]. 
 
[15] a.  *So hor touching? 
 b.  *Doesn’t hor smell like tobacco? 
                                                 
83 I thank Peter Tan (NUS) for this helpful suggestion. 
84 Mass Rapid Transit system. 
85 NIE refers to the National Institute of Education, a tertiary institution which deals primarily with the 
training of teachers. 
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 c.  *Get hor Today. 
 d.  *Go hor straight, then turn right. 
 e.  *Hor so touching? 
 f.  *Hor doesn’t smell like tobacco. 
 g.  *Hor get Today. 
 h.  Hor go straight, then turn right. 
 
Hence, from examples [10-14] and [15a-h], it can be seen that hor occurs in clause-
final positions. However, further examples suggest that the situation is more complex 
than what has been shown so far.  It appears that hor can occur in mid-clause after 
adverbials [16-17] and after noun phrases and clauses [18-19]. 
 
[16] Last time hor lunch time every lunch we shop a bit            (ICE-SIN-S1A-057) 
[17] Because hor the photocopy shop is closed           (Gan 2000:52) 
[18] Queensway Shopping Centre hor selling for only $70.        (Gan 2000:51) 
[19] The VCD86 hor is spoilt.    
 
A point to note is that what is common to all the examples [16-19] is that hor occurs 
at an intonation break before the beginning of new information. This is exemplified in 
the following utterances. 
 
[20] The pen hor is spoilt 
 The pen  |  is spoilt. 
 
                                                 
86 Video compact disc. 
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[21] Andrew, Indonesian hor, just got married. 
 Andrew, Indonesian   |   just got married.. 
 
Gan calls this the filler hor and states that it ‘occurs in mid-clause in a simple or 
complex sentence at an intonation break to signal the beginning of the focus (new 
information)’ (Gan 2000:53).  I agree with Gan that hor occurs at an intonation break. 
However, contrary to what Gan has stated, from the survey that is carried out 
(Appendix B), 84% of the informants state that the speaker uses hor to alert the hearer 
on the segment attached to hor (see Appendix C for the results of the survey). Based 
on the results of the survey, contrary to Gan’s view that hor signals the beginning of 
the focus, I like to suggest that the particle directs the hearer’s attention to the 
segment it is attached to.  For example, in [19], according to what Gan has proposed, 
hor draws attention to is spoilt. However, this study shows that hor draws attention to 
the referent The VCD and not is spoilt. In Section 5.5 I give a more detailed account 
of how the inter-clausal hor is interpreted. 
 
As mentioned above (Section 5.2), hor attached to imperatives changes an utterance 
from a command or order into a request (Gan 2000). However, this study indicates 
that hor attached to imperatives does not always change the utterance into a request. 
To illustrate, consider [14], reproduced here for convenience. In [14], A asks B for 
directions to Block 3. B accedes to A’s request by advising A on how to get to Block 
3.  
 
[14] A:  Excuse me, how do I get to Block 3? 
        B:  Go straight hor, then turn right.           (heard in NIE) 
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B’s utterance is an answer to A’s question on how to get to Block 3; hence, there is no 
reason to analyse B’s utterance as an attempt to get A to go straight, that is, it is not a 
request.  It appears that Gan’s analysis that hor attached to an imperative changes a 
command into a request will not be able to explain [14]. In Section 5.5, I will attempt 
to account for the use of hor in utterances such as [13] and [14] and provide a unified 
account that can accommodate the examples.  
 
Gan mentions that hor is a polar question marker that seeks to elicit agreement 
(2000:49).  I like to suggest that hor does not always seek agreement, for example in 
[12] Last time hor lunch time every lunch we shop a bit, the speaker is directing the 
hearer to focus on last time and inviting the hearer to respond to the proposition that 
follows and not seeking agreement. Again, previous accounts (such as Gan 2000 and 
Wilma 1987) will not be able to accommodate examples such as [16]. 
 
Besides occurring in phrase- or clause-final and mid-clause positions, unlike meh, 
which must be attached to a constituent (a phrase, clause, sentence), hor can be 
syntactically independent as shown in [5] mentioned above. I will discuss the 
independent hor in Section 5.5.1.2. 
 
In the above section, I give a description of the syntactic positions in which hor can 
occur and how previous researchers characterise hor. For a more explanatory 
description of hor, I would like to add that it is instructive to also look at the syntactic 
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positions that hor is unlikely to be found in87.  It appears that hor, like meh, is not 
used with wh-interrogatives [22a-c] and yes-no interrogatives [22e-g]. 
 
[22] a.  *Where are you going hor? 
b. *What is your name hor? 
c. *How is she coping hor? 
d. *Which dance is it hor? 
e. *Is it raining hor? 
f. *Have you returned the book to me hor? 
g. *Did you see her hor? 
 
5.5 Meaning of hor 
 
This section discusses how hor contributes to utterance meaning. The main aim is to 
emphasise its interactional function as a particle of hearer-orientation and how hor 
facilitates communication by constraining inferences. 
 
Gupta (1992) attempts (the first and only account, to date) to look at the discourse 
particles in SCE as a system by putting them on a scale of assertiveness. She 
compares the functions of tentative particles (e.g. ah and hor) with that of assertive 
particles (e.g. lah and meh) and contradictory particles (e.g. what). Gupta’s analysis of 
Singapore particles goes beyond a description of the various functions of the particles 
and tries to assign a constant meaning to each particle. Her approach is an important 
step in the understanding of Singapore discourse particles. According to Gupta, hor is 
                                                 
87 87 More than half the respondents (64%) found hor with exclamatives acceptable. The percentage is 
less than the 70% set earlier but I will comment on hor being used with exclamations in Section 5.8. 
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one of the tentative particles that is used to ‘punctuate’ an utterance (1992:45). She 
concentrates on ah (she uses a) and makes a brief comment on hor being one of the 
‘punctuating particles’ (ibid: 45). The current study is designed along similar lines 
and as has been mentioned, aims to give a unified meaning of the particles.  
 
As mentioned above, regarding the relationship between the different readings, so far 
no one (to my knowledge) has come up with a unified meaning for hor. Even if we 
have a unified (encoded) meaning of hor, we still need to show how the whole 
spectrum of interpretations of hor can be accounted for. This step is an additional but 
necessary one, since just proposing a unified meaning would leave the actual uses of 
hor in different contexts unspecified. The objective is to find a common underlying 
meaning of hor and to account for the different uses in the various contexts. In 
particular we need to ask whether, if we accept the proposed meaning that hor 
instructs the addressee to respond (often in a positive manner) to the host utterance, 
how can we then account for the individual realisations in the different contexts. We 
may, for example, ask what exactly is the response that hor seeks from the 
communication partner.  
 
5.5.1 Unified meaning of hor 
 
Gan suggests that there are four types of hor: request hor, polar question hor, filler 
hor, and repair hor.  Intuitively, this analysis seems to account for a wide range of 
utterances and works well. However, I would like to propose some modifications and 
suggest that there is only one hor.  The particle hor, as we have seen earlier (Section 
5.4), encodes procedural meaning (in the approach proposed by Sperber and Wilson 
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1995) and guides the hearer in the processing of the utterance at the inferential stage. 
What is the exact nature of this encoded meaning? Based on the corpus data from 
ICE-SIN and introspective native-speaker intuitions, the unified (encoded) meaning of 
hor is as follows: 
 
Hor is a discourse particle that directs the hearer to focus on information presented 
and seeks the hearer’s positive response to the proposition. 
 
To illustrate how the encoded meaning of hor helps the hearer construct the range of 
assumptions that gives the desired cognitive effects, consider [23]: 
 
[23] Context:  Internet chat room. Two male students are commenting on a fellow   
       classmate, Michelle, who has just entered the tutorial room. 
 A:  So cute hor? 
 B:  Ya. 
 
A probable interpretation for [23] is that yielded by the assumptions in [24]. 
 
[24] a.  Michelle is pretty. 
 b. Michelle is great to be with. 
 c.  A says that Michelle is pretty and expects the hearer to agree with him. 
 
However, from a logical point of view, it is also plausible that the hearer be led to 
access the assumption in [25a] and [25b] and derive the conclusion in [25c]. 
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[25] a.  Michelle is fun to be with. 
 b.  Since Michelle is fun to be with, A likes her. 
 c.  If A likes Michelle, he may ask her out. 
 
From a logical point of view, the hearer could go on accessing more and more 
contextual assumptions and deriving more and more conclusions.  However, in actual 
communication, hearers assume that the first satisfactory interpretation they arrive at 
is the one intended.  Why is this so?  In other words, underlying this question is the 
basic question:  why do we pay attention to information?  According to relevance 
theory, the answer to the question is that we pay attention to information that is 
relevant. 
 
Given this, what hor does is to narrow the range of contextual assumptions that the 
hearer can access.  Hor is the coded means to explicitly guide the hearer along a 
certain inferential route. What is this inferential route?  As mentioned above, I 
propose that the speaker uses hor to draw the hearer’s attention to information 
presented and seeks a positive response to it. I will now apply the proposed meaning 
of hor to some examples. First, in the above example [23] So cute hor? the particle 
hor signals to the hearer to focus on the information that someone is so cute and to 
give a response to it.  In other words, the utterance, So cute hor? may be interpreted 
as:  
 
 A is presenting something (i.e. Michelle is cute). 
 A is directing the hearer to take note of it (that Michelle is cute). 
 A seeks a positive response and gets it (i.e. Ya).  
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The next example [26] shows how the unified meaning of hor is applied to the 
interpretation of the utterance but in this case, the response is a negative one. 
 
[26] Context: A and B are talking about what A has bought – a Prada wallet – from      
                a shopping trip. 
 A:  You are very rich hor? 
 B:  No lah. Got sale what. 
 
Given the context, A’s contextual assumptions include the following: 
1.  B is very rich. 
2.  B is very rich and A would like B to provide a positive response to this belief. 
3.  People who buy Prada wallets are rich. 
4.  B bought a Prada wallet, so she is rich. 
 
In [26], hor is attached to a declarative functioning as a question. With hor added to 
the question, A makes certain assumptions (1-4), including the assumption that B is 
very rich, and the expectation of having B agreeing with her. By appending hor to the 
utterance, A is presenting the proposition You are very rich and is indicating that she 
wants the hearer to take notice of it.  Without hor, A can be said to be casually 
making a proposition. By attaching hor to her question, we can say that she is making 
the assumption (that B is very rich) more salient and expects a positive response from 
B, the hearer. Applying the meaning of hor to [26], we have:  
 
You are very rich hor = 
 A is presenting something (i.e. B is very rich) 
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 A wants B to focus on this something (that B is very rich) 
 A seeks a positive response and gets it  (i.e. No lah.) 
 
In this case, though in using hor, the speaker seeks a positive response, a negative one 
is given. This does not mean that the proposed unified meaning of hor does not stand. 
Someone can expect something but the expectation may not be met. However, in such 
cases, the reason (i.e. Got sale what) is often given, indicating that the hearer knows 
that the preferred response is a positive one but she cannot give a positive response 
because it is not true. 
 
Thus, we can say that hor directs the hearer to focus on the information presented and 
provide a response. Next, I will show how this encoded meaning of hor applies to the 
particle in different syntactic positions. 
 
5.5.1.1  Hor in imperatives 
 
As mentioned above, hor occurs at the sentence-final position of imperative 
sentences.  In this section, I will recount the discussion of imperatives in relevance 
theory (Sperber and Wilson 1995). Imperative sentences describe states of affairs in 
worlds regarded both as potential and desirable. Consider [27]. 
 
[27] Context:  B is asked by A to attend the tea organised by the Honours class. 
          A:  Come. 
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In [27], A is telling B to make it true that she will attend the tea organised by the 
Honours class. Unlike assertions, the propositional form of the utterance is not an 
explicature (Sperber and Wilson 19965:225). In other words, A is not communicating 
to the hearer that she will go to the tea party. Rather, it is a request that B attends the 
party.  Thus, in the case of imperatives such as [27], the utterance is used to represent 
a desirable state of affairs. Let us see what hor does in imperatives. Consider the 
following exchange [13], repeated here, where A is leaving for work and she asks B 
(her husband) to get Today (a local newspaper) for her: 
 
[13] a.  A: Get Today hor.      
             B:  Okay. Bye bye.     (heard at a MRT station) 
       
[13] b.  A’:  Get Today. 
 
[28] [The hearer] will help the speaker to get Today. 
 
In [13a] and [13b], it is clear that the speaker’s intention is to communicate that she is 
requesting her hearer to help her get Today. In [13a], A uses the particle hor to elicit a 
response from B to Get Today and B acknowledges with Okay.  The propositional 
form [28] needs to be re-stated to yield [29] as an explicature of [13a] and [13b].   
 




What then distinguishes [13a] from [13b]?  The addition of hor in [13a] does not 
change the truth conditions of the utterance. In [13a] and [13b], the relevance of Get 
Today may be found in the contextual implications which can be deduced from the 
proposition and its context. These contextual implications would include those in 
[30]. In this case the utterance will increase the set of assumptions manifest in the 
cognitive environment of B. 
 
[30] Contextual implications: 
1. A will get Today. 
2. A will not have to borrow Today. 
3. A will be able to get hold of an article she needs in Today. 
 
In [13a], in adding hor to her utterance, it appears that the speaker directs the hearer to 
pay attention to her request, and expects a response to it. In other words, the speaker 
is saying, I am presenting this request, please take note and respond.  This suggests 
that the addition of hor indicates the type of inference process that the hearer is 
expected to go through, that is, to respond to the suggestion to remind the speaker to 
get Today. The hearer processes the utterance in a manner to bring to pass a state that 
is potential and desirable. It appears that the suggested encoded meaning of hor can 
accommodate hor in imperatives. 
 
5.5.1.2  Utterance-medial hor 
 
In this section, I will apply the unified meaning of hor in utterance-medial position. 
As mentioned in an earlier section (5.4), hor can occur mid-clause at an intonation 
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break. Consider [31] heard when A sees B (boyfriend of A’s) after B has given her a 
digital video disc (DVD) for her birthday. 
 
[31] A:  The DVD you gave me hor, is spoilt. 
 B:  Oh, Lost in Translation? 
 
In [31] A is saying: 
1. She has been given a DVD. 
2. The DVD has a fault. 
3. She wants B to think about a particular DVD he has given her.  
 
In relevance theory, the lower-level explicatures are found in 1 and 2. It appears that 
the higher-level explicature is expressed by 3, which instructs the hearer to do 
something. Successful communication is achieved when B (hearer) can identify the 
particular DVD she has given to A (B may have given more than one DVD to A or 
she has given A a set of audio-visual materials which includes the particular DVD). 
This means that B has to identify the correct referent. There is no asking for 
agreement here. Since there are two lower-level explicatures in [31], in the normal 
scheme of things, the salient information is found in the main clause, that is, The DVD 
is spoilt.  
 
Applying the unified meaning of hor to [27], we have: 
 
The DVD you gave me hor = 
 
Speaker A is presenting something (i.e. the DVD B gave her) 
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A is directing the hearer to recognise this something (i.e. the DVD B gave her) 
B recognises the something (i.e. Oh, Lost in Translation?). 
 
The reason A attaches hor to The DVD you gave me is to draw B’s attention to a 
particular DVD he has given her. A needs to verify if her boyfriend (the hearer) is 
able to recall the specific DVD that B has given her (he has probably given her 
several DVDs recently).   
 
There is a distinction about how different representations are cognitively processed. In 
the theory proposed by Sperber and Wilson (1986:75), new factual assumptions are 
processed in a spontaneous way, by being combined with a stock of existing 
assumptions and undergoing inference processes. The new assumption expressed by 
the utterance is The DVD is spoilt. I would like to suggest that the speaker feels that 
the identification of the referent (the DVD) is crucial.  She wants to verify that the 
hearer could identify the referent before she goes on processing the rest of the 
utterance.  By attaching hor to The DVD you gave me, she makes the set of contextual 
assumptions more salient, that is, she wants the hearer to take notice of the 
assumption in 2, for example.  
 
[32] A’s contextual assumptions may include: 
 
1. B has given some audio-visual materials which include several DVDs to A. 
2. B has given a DVD to A recently. 
3. A has some audio-visual materials. 
4. A has several DVDs. 
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If the hearer is not able to identify the referent, she would have asked Which DVD? 
The relevance of hor is found in making the expression it is attached to more salient 
before introducing new information. From the above, it appears that hor directs the 
hearer to information that the speaker deems crucial to the processing of her utterance 
and seeks a response from the hearer. To further exemplify how the unified meaning 
of hor is applied to the particle in utterance-medial position, consider [33]. 
 
[33] The tutor don’t let my friend, he wear flip-flops hor, into the room.     
        (heard during a class at NIE) 
 
[34] A’s contextual assumptions include: 
1. The speaker’s friend wore flip-flops. 
2. Anyone who wears flip-flops is not allowed into the room. 
3. The tutor did not allow the speaker’s friend to enter the room. 
4. The speaker wants to draw the hearer’s attention to the reason why his friend 
cannot enter the room. 
 
The addition of hor to the utterance directs the hearer to the reason why the speaker’s 
friend is not allowed into the room (i.e. he wore flip-flops).  Once again, we can see 
that hor makes the information of the hor-appended unit (he wore flip-flops hor) more 
salient.  Similarly, Gan’s example [4], repeated here, can be explained using the 
unified meaning of hor. 
 
[4] If you have no problems with Tuesday hor, then I will reschedule my tuition  
             session.               (Gan 2000:37) 
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The speaker is making her assumption (no problems meeting on Tuesday) more 
salient when she attaches hor to the first part of her utterance.  She expects her hearer 
to agree with her assumption.   
 
[35] Contextual assumptions include: 
1. There is probably no problem for the people involved to meet on Tuesday. 
2. If the people involved have no problems meeting on Tuesday, the speaker will 
reschedule her tuition session (so that they can all meet on Tuesday). 
3. The speaker is presenting the condition and wants the hearer to take notice of it, 
before she introduces new information. 
 
Contextual assumption 3 is a higher-order explicature and does not affect the truth-
conditions of the utterance. The particle hor points the hearer to the condition for the 
speaker to reschedule her tuition session. Once again, the proposed unified meaning 
of hor (it instructs the hearer to pay attention to the information presented and provide 
a response) can accommodate examples of hor in utterance-medial position. 
 
In conjunction with hor in utterance-medial position, hor occurs with an intonation 
break88. I believe that the use of hor co-occurring with an intonation break mentioned 
by previous researchers such as Gupta (1992) and Gan (2000) follows from the 
proposed unified meaning of hor.  When the speaker is directing the hearer to focus 
on something and expecting a response from the hearer, inevitably there will be a 
pause for the hearer to respond. This pause coincides with the intonation break in the 
utterance. 
                                                 
88 An intonation break is not a pragmatic function, but the study will account for hor used to indicate an 
intonation break. 
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5.5.1.3  Syntactically independent hor 
 
As mentioned above (Section 5.4), unlike meh, hor can be syntactically independent 
as shown in [36]. Though there are not many occurrences of the independent hor in 
the data, it is noteworthy to consider if the proposed unified meaning of hor would be 
able to accommodate the independent hor. 
 
[36] Context:  A and her female colleague, B, are talking. B used to take a bus to  
 work.  Then, she switches to taking the Mass Rapid Transit (MRT). 
         A: Ang Mo Kio eh? 
         B: Ya so now I take the MRT up to Yio Chu Kang. 
         A: (Pause, no response) 
       B: Hor? 
         A: Yes, that is why  
         B: That is why nowadays I never see you at the bus-stop.  
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-035) 
 
In [36], speaker B is asserting that she takes the MRT up to Yio Chu Kang (one of the 
MRT stations). She is explaining why she switches from taking the bus to work to 
taking the MRT.  Her friend, A does not seem to be listening as shown by the non-
response to B’s assertion.  To get a response from A, B uses hor.  
 
The procedure encoded in the independent hor in [33] can be systematically 
represented as follows: 
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 Speaker A presents something (i.e. she takes the MRT to Yio Chu Kang) 
 No response from the hearer. 
 Speaker A seeks a response, so she utters hor. 
 B is instructed to take note of the information presented earlier.  
(i.e. A takes the MRT to Yio Chu Kang) 
 B gives a response (i.e. Yes) 
 
The fact that the particle hor can work as a repair device can be explained in the light 
of ‘seeking a positive response’.  Given that the hearer is silent and not responding 
verbally to B’s utterance, B is seen to be repairing the conversation by using hor.  The 
function or use of hor (i.e. repair) in this context follows from the unified meaning 
(drawing attention to something and seeking a response).  It does not mean that 
‘repair’ is inherent in the unified meaning (which remains unchanged in the different 
contexts) of hor. 
 
An issue to be taken up here is whether there is a semantic difference between the two 
hors: hor appended to a proposition (in imperatives, utterance-medial hor) and hor 
that is independent. In other words, can the proposed encoded meaning of hor 
accommodate cases such as [32] and [33], or is it ambiguous between two meanings: 
a directing hor and a repair hor? I will try to argue for a unitary semantic analysis of 
hor by demonstrating that the proposed encoded meaning of hor can be used to 
explain cases of independent hor such as [32] and [33].  
 
In using hor, the speaker seeks a response for a proposition. In [33], when A does not 
respond to the proposition, hor can be used as a repair device to convey the speaker’s 
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resolve that there be a response, preferably a supportive one. In cases such as these, 
hor can by itself constitute a conversational turn. The particle is not explicitly 
attached to the proposition: the proposition is understood to be one that was 
previously made. In other words, it draws its reference from the previous utterance 
made by the speaker in a previous turn.   In [36], the previous proposition is that B 
now takes the MRT up to the Yio Chu Kang Station. Apparently, B wants an 
affirmation that A has heard what she has said and respond to B’s utterance. Having 
drawn attention to the so-called hor appended proposition89, B then proceeds to 
provide more information (That is why nowadays I don’t see you at the bus stop). The 
relevance of hor in [36] is the directing of the hearer’s attention to a previous 
proposition and insistence on a response. If this analysis of hor is correct, then there is 
no reason to argue for an ambiguous hor.  
 
Thus, we see that the proposed unified (encoded) meaning of hor is able to 
accommodate hor’s uses, including the one on repair. 
 
5.5.1.4 Hor in non-restricted clauses 
 
Before I conclude the section on hor in various syntactic places, I would like to 
comment on hor in non-restricted (NR) clauses such as [37]. In [37], two ladies are 
having a discussion on husbands and housework. A mentions Eric (a mutual friend) 
whom she knows can cook very well. She wants to make sure that her friend, B, has 
the correct Eric (they both know more than one Eric), so she qualifies it by saying it is 
                                                 
89 Hor is not really attached to a proposition but an assumed proposition as can be understood from the 
context. 
 240
the Eric who is Sally’s husband. In addition, A wants the hearer to recall the Eric, 
who is Sally’s husband, and uses the particle hor to do this. 
 
[37] a.  A:  Eric, who is Sally’s husband hor, can cook very well. 
      B:  Ya. 
         b.  Eric, who is Sally’s husband, can cook very well. 
 
In [37a] and [37b], the two new pieces of information are: 
1. Eric is sally’s husband.  
2. Eric can cook very well. 
 
In a complex sentence containing a NR clause such as [37a], we can say that the NR 
clause performs the bracketing function. The crucial information is in the main clause 
(can cook very well) with added information in the NR clause (who is Sally’s 
husband). What does the addition of hor do to the utterance? I would like to suggest 
that hor helps the hearer focus on added information that the speaker desires the 
hearer to recognise (in this case, it is Eric who is Sally’s husband). To illustrate, 
compare [37a] with [37b]. As mentioned above, in a complex sentence such as [37], 
the crucial information is in the main clause. However, in [37a], instead of the hearer 
focussing on Eric who can cook very well, she is instructed to shift focus to Eric 
being Sally’s husband. The speaker feels that the retrieval of the information in the 
NR clause is crucial and uses the particle to do this. From [37a], it would seem that 
the presence of hor in NR clauses make the branch attached to hor more salient. But 
the hearer’s positive response is to the fact that Eric can cook well. What hor does in a 
sentence containing a NR clause such as [37a] can be represented as follows: 
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A presents two pieces of information (i.e. Eric, who is Sally’s husband and   
               Eric, who can cook very well) 
 A directs B’s attention to the information in the hor-segment and B recognises  
                           the referent (i.e. Eric, who is Sally’s husband) 
 A seeks a positive response to the proposition (i.e. who can cook well) and   
                           receives it (i.e. Ya) 
  
As in the other sections, hor can be seen as a ‘directing’ particle. In the case of NR 
clauses, it draws the hearer’s attention to what requires the hearer’s validation, that is, 
the speaker expects the hearer to verify the information in the NR clause. This is still 
in line with our account on what hor does in an utterance, that is, it makes the 




I have described previously (Chapters 3 and 4) that the meaning of discourse particles 
is significantly connected to epistemic stance or propositional attitude (subjectivity). 
Besides conveying the speaker’s attitude (that is, expressing the speaker’s relation to a 
proposition), certain particles convey the hearer’s relation to a communicated 
assumption.  More accurately, they show what the speaker sees as the hearer’s 
relation to the proposition. In other words, these discourse particles engage the hearer 
in the sense that they direct the hearer to do something90. In the literature, certain 
entities are interactional in that they are used to ‘facilitate the participation of others’ 
(Coates 1989:115) or they are interactional in that they ‘involve the listener’ 
                                                 
90 An example is right? which engages the hearer and is probably aimed at seeking the hearer’s 
contribution. 
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(Stenström 1994:46). A classic example of an entity that is interactional is you know. 
A point to note is that interactional entities can express the hearer’s relation to the 
proposition without asking for the hearer’s contribution. For example, you know is 
frequently used without trying to ask for the hearer’s contribution. However, the 
entities I would like to consider are those that engage the hearer in the sense that they 
direct the hearer to do something.  As mentioned previously (Chapter 3), I refer to 
entities that direct the hearer to do something as being hearer-oriented. Examples 
include right? and eh?  As we shall see, unlike meh, which is speaker-oriented91, hor 
in SCE is hearer-oriented in the sense that it asks the hearer for a response. 
 
This is exemplified by the following contextualised example of a hor-appended 
utterance. 
 
[38] Two classmates (A and B) are discussing the trip that a mutual friend took to 
Europe. A comments that to take a trip to Europe is ‘not bad’ and uses the 
particle hor to  elicit a response from B. B agrees with her. 
A:  In Europe? 
 B:  Yep. 
 A:  Not bad hor? 
 B:  That’s right. So much fun. Can play with snow. Went skiing and skating92. 
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-092) 
 
                                                 
91 As mentioned before, it does not mean that meh does not call for any response (unless it is 
rhetorical), but that it is more speaker-oriented than hearer-oriented. 
92 In Singapore Colloquial English, dropping the subject (especially if it is a pronoun) is common. For 
example, Went skiing and skating instead of They went skiing and skating (see Section 2.3.3). 
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In [38], the speaker A makes a proposition that a trip to Europe is not a bad idea as 
shown in not bad. But, she attaches hor (optional) to not bad. The addition of hor to 
the utterance changes the focus of the utterance. In other words, the focus of the 
utterance [38] is on the optional constituent or that the force of the utterance is on the 
particle hor attached to it. In the hor-appended utterance such as [38], hor is used to 
elicit support from the hearer. A seeks agreement to her proposition. As can be seen 
from the conversation, B’s reply, That’s right shows that she supports what A says. It 
appears then, that one of the properties of the particle hor is that it is ‘interactive’, in 
the sense that it seeks to elicit a response from the hearer. As mentioned in Chapter 3, 
in relevance theory, information can be relevant in three ways: because it supports and 
strengthens existing contextual assumptions; because it contradicts existing 
assumptions; or because it gives rise to contextual implications. Discourse particles 
are frequently used to make explicit these inferential processes. In the process of the 
interpretation of utterances, discourse particles serve to indicate if existing 
assumptions are strengthened or eliminated. In this way, through the use of discourse 
particles, attitudinal expressions of belief or disbelief, surprise, indignation or 
friendliness, etc can be shown. We have seen that in the case of the SCE particle meh, 
it indicates disbelief of the speaker.   
 
In the case of hor, the interpretation process involves focussing on the new 
information (not bad) and (the hearer) responding to it. The speaker assumes that her 
existing assumption is also in agreement with the hearer’s contextual background 
(that is, that the trip to Europe is not bad) and wants the hearer to confirm it. A’s 
utterance may represent new information to B, but this new information is assumed to 
add to the existing contextual background without conflicting it. However, the thrust 
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of Not bad hor? is the speaker’s desire for the hearer to make a contribution to the 
new piece of information, preferably to indicate her support of the proposition. In 
other words, hor seems to signal that the hearer should support the present belief of 
the speaker (A’s view that the Europe trip was not bad). We can thus say that hor is 
hearer-directed. The use of hor as a particle that is hearer-directed is in contrast with 
another SCE particle, meh, which indicates the speaker’s attitude or stance towards 
the proposition (refer to Chapter 4 for an account on meh). Similarly in other 
examples such as So touching hor? (ICE-SIN-S1A-090) and So cute hor? (ICE-SIN-
S1A-057), hor also shows hearer-orientation. 
 
In addition to seeking support to a propositional claim, the hearer may be directed 
towards other contextual assumptions such as the speaker attempting to enlarge the 
common ground between communicators. Communicators attend to their common 
ground and that language use consists of communicators’ negotiation of common 
ground (Jucker and Smith 1996:1). This could happen when communicators signal to 
each other to recognise a referent (e.g. [37] where the proper noun Eric needs to be 
identified) or when they request for confirmation of assumptions. It appears that 
communicators use hor to specify their intention on how the common ground is to be 
assessed. The hor particle could be a procedural marker that helps in the cognitive 
process of reference assignment (e.g. [37]). It expresses the speaker’s presumption 
that the hearer is able to recognise who or what the referent of the preceding noun 
phrase is, that is, this information is present in the contextual background of both  
speaker and hearer93. Furthermore, hor can be used by communicators to indicate a 
                                                 
93 I thank Gisle Andersen for this suggestion. 
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preference for agreement that enhances the common ground between communicators 
(cf. Jucker and Smith 1996:16). 
 
5.6 Hor and procedural meaning 
 
In the above section (5.5), I argued for a unified encoded meaning of hor and 
demonstrated how this unified meaning can accommodate hor used in various 
distributions (i.e. in imperatives, non-restricted clauses, and as an independent unit). 
Additionally, I explained that hor is hearer-oriented in that it seeks to elicit a positive 
response from the hearer. In this section, I consider further the unified meaning of hor 
and show that it is procedural.  
 
If we recall the kinds of information that linguistic expressions encode, we know that 
linguistic expressions can encode conceptual information on the one hand and 
procedural information on the other. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the meaning of a 
linguistic expression with procedural information, unlike concepts, is firstly, not 
easily brought to consciousness. Secondly, it is not truth-evaluable. Thirdly, a 
linguistic expression that encodes procedural information does not undergo the 
regular compositional rules. In this section, I will show that the kind of information 
that the discourse particle hor encodes is procedural rather than conceptual.  
 
Firstly, while concepts which have mental representations can be brought to 
consciousness, procedures cannot be brought to consciousness (Sperber and Wilson 
1993). If one were to ask a native speaker what hor means, one will likely receive an 
answer that contains a description of how hor is used rather than a paraphrase. In fact, 
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as mentioned before, researchers on hor often describe hor in terms of how it is used 
rather than give a paraphrase (Wilma 1987; Gan 2000). For example hor in Remind 
me to tell Jim about the group meeting hor, hor changes the utterance from a 
command to a request, that is, it functions as a politeness device that acts so as not to 
threaten the addressee’s negative face (Gan 2000:36). The paraphrases of expressions 
such as hor are difficult, most probably because they cannot be brought to 
consciousness. 
 
Secondly, procedures, unlike concepts, are not truth-evaluable. To illustrate that hor is 
not truth-evaluable, consider [36]. 
 
[39] Context: Two persons are discussing the film ‘Great Expectations’. 
a. So fun hor?               (ICE-SIN-S1A-092) 
 b. So fun.                                                       (Constructed) 
    
The truth conditions for both [39a] and [39b] depend only on the segment So fun. In 
other words, they are determined by the lower-level speech act, that is, if the outing is 
not fun and the speaker says it is, she is being untruthful. Hor added to the utterance 
does not affect the truth conditions. It encodes a meaning that cannot be brought into 
the forefront to be challenged unlike, for example, the conceptual Frankly the food is 
horrible which is open to challenge on the ground of untruthfulness, where someone 
can challenge the utterance and say That’s not true. You are not frank. This is not 
possible with hor as the truth-conditionality of the proposition (So fun) is unaffected 
by hor. Thus, we can say that hor is not truth-evaluable. 
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Thirdly, hor cannot be the constituent of more complex particle phrases which 
undergo the regular compositional rules familiar to semanticists (Blakemore 2002). 
Conceptual words such as sentence adverbials (frankly, crudely) can have complex 
syntactic and semantic structure, as shown in [40] and [41] from ICE-SIN. 
 
[40] The Indian man said quite frankly, "I guess it's my way of respecting a man by  
 calling him by name.”         
                 (ICE-SIN-W2F-016) 
 
[41] Ninety percent of our cases in our portfolio, to use the term very crudely, we  
are actually all underwater.        
          (ICE-SIN-S1B-077) 
  
However it seems that hor, like other linguistic devices with procedural meaning, 
does not exhibit such compositionality and productivity; it does not form syntactically 
and semantically complex discourse particles. However, a point to note here is that 
some discourse connectives which have procedural encoding, for example, in 
contrast, can occur in complex expressions. Consider the following (constructed) 
examples: 
 
[42] Shane likes classical music. In total contrast, Amos likes modern music. 
[43] ?Shane likes classical music. Totally however, Amos likes modern music. 
 
While total contrast in [42] is acceptable, totally however in [43] is not acceptable. In 
this regard, Rouchota (1998) has shown that while expressions that have been 
 248
analysed as encoding procedures can combine in some way, it does not seem to do so 
in the same way as the conceptual expressions such as those in [40-41]. It appears that 
the particle hor does not undergo the regular compositional rules, as shown in the 
unacceptability of [44b]. 
 
[44] a.  Maybe we should make it more enjoyable hor?          (ICE-SIN-S1A-057) 
 b.  ?Maybe we should make it more enjoyable very hor? 
 
Thus, from the above tests, there is no evidence to treat hor as encoding conceptual 
information. It appears that what hor encodes is procedural information, that is, what 
it signals is a procedure to follow in order to process the information. To summarise, 
hor encodes procedural information as its meaning cannot be easily brought to 
consciousness, it is not truth-evaluable and it does not exhibit the kind of 
compositionality that concepts do.  
 
In the next section, following Blakemore (2002), I will touch more on the difference 
between conceptual and procedural meaning by looking at syntactically independent 
expressions such as those in [45-47]. An expression that encodes procedural 
information does not undergo the regular semantic interpretation rules. In other 
words, such expressions do not undergo inferential processes that develop logical 
forms into explicatures (as mentioned in Chapter 3 of this study). To better understand  
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the kind of linguistic encoding that hor has, consider and compare the syntactically 








In the contexts, all three utterances are intended as complete utterances. [45] comes 
from three different spoken texts in ICE-SIN (I will elaborate further on this later). 
[46], from Blakemore (2002), was uttered by a university professor after having heard 
the secretary’s summary of the student’s explanation for failing to submit her work. 
[47] is an example taken from Gan (2000), where A and B are talking about a mutual 
friend who has a habit of taking advantage of others: 
 
 A:  That guy is always trying to take advantage of others. 
 B:  (no response) 
 A: Hor? 
 B:  Yah lor. Don’t bother about him. He will get his just desserts one day. 
                   (Gan 2000:37) 
 
                                                 
94 This section focuses on syntactically independent expressions (which have no other constituents 
attached to them) which are fragmentary utterances. In relation to this, Blakemore (1997) looks at 
fragmentary utterances which may or may not be syntactically independent expressions. She mentions 
that besides fragmentary utterances such as Coffee (which encodes conceptual information), there are 
some expressions such as, But still and Nevertheless, which are analysed as encoding procedural 
information which can be used as fragmentary utterances.  Hor appears to fit into this latter group. 
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Comparing the three utterances, it appears that there is a significant difference 
between the utterance in [45] (which is conceptual), and the utterances in [46] and 
[47]. This difference can help clarify the distinction between an expression that is 
conceptual and one that is procedural. In the following section, I provide a brief 
account of the different roles played by expressions in [45] Good and those in [46] 
Nevertheless and [47] Hor in the recovery of contextual assumptions.  
 
In [45], the hearer uses contextual assumptions and pragmatic inference to develop 
the semantic representation into an enriched propositional representation. Here, I will 
draw on the following data which contains the utterance Good from ICE-SIN: 
 
[45] a.  A: I told the dancers to come at eight thirty. 
     B: Good.                (ICE-SIN S1A-044) 
 
b.  A: How are you? 
           B: Good.                (ICE-SIN S1A-035) 
 
c.  A: Raymond, tell me more about yourself. Are you married? 
     B: Yes I am married. 
     A: Good.                 (ICE-SIN-S1B-076) 
 
To illustrate, in [45a], given the context, the hearer might derive the explicature in 
[45a’] while in [45b], she might derive the explicature in [45b’] and so on. 
  
[45a’] The speaker B believes that it is good that the dancers come at eight thirty. 
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[45b’] The speaker B is fine. 
[45c’] The speaker A feels that it is good that B is married. 
 
In interpreting the utterances in [45a-c], the hearer can use a host of contextual 
assumptions which are a development of the concept encoded by Good to derive a 
range of explicatures.  However, as the construction of the explicatures is the hearer’s 
responsibility, the speaker has no way of predicting exactly how the utterance will be 
interpreted. For example, in [45a], given the context, the range of explicatures that the 
hearer might construct include: 
 
 
[48] a.  The speaker B believes that it is good that the dancers come at eight-thirty  
     so that  there is enough time for practice. 
 b.  The speaker B believes that, in order for the dancers to be on time for the  
     performance, it is good that they come at eight-thirty. 
 c.  The speaker B believes that it is good that A tells the dancers to come at  
      eight-thirty.  
 
We note that, for the fragmentary utterance Good, all the explicatures (e.g. [45a’-c’] 
and [48]) are developed from the concept, good. In contrast, the kinds of contextual 
assumptions the hearer may recover are different for fragmentary utterances such as 
[46] and [47]. 
 
For [46] Nevertheless, according to Blakemore (1987), the range of assumptions the 
hearer might have recovered includes: 
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[49] a.  The student could have handed in some of the work. 
 b.  The student’s circumstances do not justify bending the rules. 
 c.  The student has not tried hard enough. 
          (Blakemore 1987) 
 
Similarly, in [50] Hor, the hearer is expected to access a range of contextual 
assumptions, for example: 
 
[50] a.  A wonders if B feels the same way as he does, i.e. their mutual friend is     
     always trying to take advantage of others. 
 b.  A wants B to respond to what he said earlier. 
c.  B should agree with A regarding the friend who is always trying to take  
     advantage of others. 
 
It appears that there is no difference between what goes on in the interpretation of 
[46] and [47]. As mentioned above, the assumptions in [45] are all derived from the 
concept encoded by good, whereas none of the assumptions in [46] can be said to be 
derived from the concept encoded by nevertheless. As we have seen (Sections 5.4 and 
5.5), none of the assumptions in [47] can be regarded to have derived from the 
concept encoded by hor. It appears that the roles played by good and nevertheless 
(and hor) are different.  
 
In [45], the hearer constructs an assumption with the concept good as a constituent 
and which gives the intended cognitive effects. The cognitive effect accessed by the 
hearer depends on the context and the hearer’s assumption that the utterance is 
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optimally relevant. And there is no encoded constraint on the cognitive effects. In 
other words, knowing what good means does not help the hearer narrow the cognitive 
effects. 
 
On the other hand, in [46] and [47], knowing the meanings of the linguistic entities 
Nevertheless and hor can help the hearer specify the range of cognitive effects that the 
speaker intended to achieve. There is a range of assumptions that can be constructed 
by the hearer of [46] and [47], but this range is constrained. For example in [46], as 
Blakemore (2002:86) puts it:  
 
[I]t does not matter  what assumption the hearer constructs so long as it 
gives rise to the right sort of cognitive effects. More specifically, it 
does not matter what assumption the hearer constructs provided that it 
achieves relevance in the way that is prescribed by the meaning of 
nevertheless.  
 
Similarly, the particle hor in [47] constrains the range of assumptions that the hearer 
constructs. How it constrains is specified above (Section 5.5.1). To recall, hor 
instructs the hearer to pay attention to the proposition (by the speaker) and to provide 
a positive response. In contrast with expressions which encode conceptual 
information (such as [45] Good), expressions such as nevertheless and hor encode 




To summarise, in this section, I have argued that hor encodes procedural information 
which triggers a different set of relevant assumptions from that of concepts.  
Procedural information narrows the number of hypotheses the hearer needs to 
consider in order to arrive at an optimally relevant interpretation, thus making the task 
of utterance interpretation easier 
 
5.7 Truth-conditionality of hor 
 
As mentioned in previous chapters (e.g. Chapter 3), the distinction between truth-
conditional and non-truth-conditional meaning does not equal the distinction between 
conceptual and procedural meaning. We have seen that hor encodes procedural 
meaning. The question to ask would be: does the presence of the particle affect the 
truth-conditions of the host utterance? Consider [51], reproduced here for ease of 
reference, where two friends discuss the film ‘Great Expectations’ after watching it. 
 
[51] a.  A:  So touching hor. Robert DeNiro actually kept the book.   
         B:  Ya.                (ICE-SIN-S1A-090) 
  
[51] b.  So touching.                          (Constructed)
  
In [51a], the speaker is saying that:  
 
a.    The film is touching (proposition). 
b.    The film is touching and she would like to draw the hearer’s attention to it. 
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     c.  A thinks that B would agree with the proposition (as shown by A not waiting for 
an answer but carrying on the conversation). 
d.    Both A and the hearer share the same view, that the film is touching. 
 
The truth conditions of [51] are determined by the lower-level speech act, that is, if 
the film is not touching and the speaker says it is, she is being untruthful.  Putting it in 
another way, we can say that in both [51a] and [51b], the proposition (that the film is 
touching) is the same.  That is, there is nothing which differentiates the two utterances 
in terms of propositional content. Does hor affect truth conditions? The utterance in 
[51] communicates two explicatures; the lower-level explicature in [52a] and the 
higher-level explicature in [52b].  
 
[52] a.  The film is touching. 
 b. The speaker wants the hearer to focus on the information that the film is  
      touching and wants a response. 
 
The question to consider is whether the truth conditions of [51a] is [52a] or [52b]. B’s 
utterance in [51a] is true if and only if the film is touching that is, if and only if the 
explicature in [52a] is true. The other explicature [52b] may be true or false in their 
own right but make no contribution to the truth conditions of B’s utterance. I suggest 
that hor encourages the construction of the explicature along the lines of [53]: 
 
[53] A draws the hearer’s attention that the film is touching and seeks a response, 




The presence of the particle does not affect the truth conditions of the utterance, thus  
hor is considered a non-truth-conditional particle.  
 
5.8 Hor and ill-formed constructions 
 
In the above sections (5.6 and 5.7), I argue that hor encodes procedural information 
and is non truth-conditional. In this section, I show how my analysis of hor makes 
predictions about ill-formed constructions, for example,  *Where are you going hor?  
 
As argued in Section 5.5, hor directs the hearer’s attention to information presented 
and give a positive response to it. When someone presents information, it may be a 
statement of fact (which may not require a response) or it may be an opinion (which 
may/may not require a response). However, in the normal scheme of things, in 
conversations, utterances are often interactive. That is, the speaker utters something 
and likes the hearer to respond to it. One way of explicitly directing attention to 
something and wanting the hearer to respond is in the use of the particle hor. In [2], 
repeated here for ease of reference, hor asks the hearer to focus on the information 
Last time don’t have shops and seeks support for the proposition. The expected 
response is a supportive one.   
 
[2] Context: A and B are discussing the changes that have taken place on a  
   particular street. 
 A:  Last time don’t have shops hor? 
 B:  Mm hm.         (Wilma 1987:43) 
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The kinds of inference processes that the hearer will have to perform have to do with 
the manner in which linguistic information are specified to be handled in 
communication. Some linguistic entities are used to convey information 
(assumptions) that the utterance is consistent (or inconsistent) with the hearer’s 
presumed knowledge and beliefs (Jucker and Smith 1996:5). The particle hor needs to 
be attached to linguistic constructions that convey assumptions and beliefs. Generally, 
an interrogative structure (indicates an incomplete thought) is not used to convey 
assumptions and beliefs. As such, hor is incompatible with interrogative structures 
such as wh-interrogatives like [18a] and [18j], reproduced here for ease of reference 
or polar interrogatives where the auxiliary has been fronted such as [18e-f] mentioned 
in Section 5.4 and reproduced here for ease of reference. 
 
[18] a.  *Where are you going hor? 
h. *What is your name hor? 
 
[18] e.  *Is it raining hor? 
 f.  *Have you returned the book to me hor? 
 
In the relevance theoretic account of communication, an interrogative (Wh-P) is built 
around the notion of an interpretive use (Sperber and Wilson 1995). As mentioned 
previously (e.g. Chapter 4), interrogative utterances are interpretations of answers that 
the speaker would regard as relevant if true (Sperber and Wilson 1995:252). An 
interrogative indicates an incomplete thought represented by P. The hearer of an 
interrogative utterance recovers its logical form and integrates it into a description of 
the form The speaker is asking Wh-P, where Wh-P is an indirect question. Thus, in 
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[18a’], the indirect question is that someone (e.g. Mary) does not know where her 
friend is going. And in [18e’], the speaker does not know if it is raining at a certain 
place.  
[18] a’. Where are you going?  
[18] e’. Is it raining? 
 
On account of this, we can see why an interrogative [18a’] is incompatible with hor. 
If the speaker does not know where her friend is going (P), she is not presenting 
something and asking the hearer to check if it is consistent with the hearer’s presumed 
knowledge (i.e. asks for confirmation). Perhaps, this is why it is unlikely for hor to be 
attached to an interrogative. In other words, it is not quite feasible for the speaker to 
direct attention to an incomplete thought and garner support for it. Hor is used in a 
context where the speaker wants to direct the hearer’s attention to something and 
seeks a positive response to it. This can be seen in [54] where the speaker is drawing 
attention to He is going to Europe and insisting on a response. 
 
[54] You are going to Europe hor? 
 
[18e] Is it raining hor? can be explained in a similar manner. 
 
The proposed meaning of hor can also explain why it is not used with rhetorical 
questions and self-addressed questions.  In rhetorical questions such as [55-56], there 




[55] Why can’t he at least give me a call? 
[56] Where have you been all my life? 
 
Someone who asks the rhetorical question (e.g. [55]) would not expect any verbal 
response at all. Similarly, in the case of self-addressed questions such as [57-58], the 
speaker is musing to himself or herself or speculating, and the utterance is produced 
in the absence of an audience. 
 
[57] In The Last Samurai, how Tom Cruise survives the hail of machinegun fire  
beats me? 
 
[58] What do I do now that I’ve lost my job? 
 
Thus, the account of the proposed unified meaning of hor – that it expects a positive 
response from a hearer – can explain why hor is not used in contexts where no 
audience is required, that is, in exclamatives, rhetorical questions and self-addressed 
questions. 
 
Our analysis that hor signals to the hearer to focus on the component attached to hor 
and give a (supportive) response to it can explain, I believe, all the communicative 
effects ascribed to hor in the literature (as mentioned in Section 5.2). To recapitulate, 
the unified (encoded) meaning of hor is that it directs the hearer’s attention so 
information presented and seeks a response for it. The relevance of such an utterance 
(hor utterance) is the indication of the speaker’s desire for the hearer to recognise her 
intention for the hearer to confirm the informative content of the component and give 
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a response. In using hor, the speaker is also signalling to the hearer her desire for 
continuing the conversation and providing support preferably. Seeking continuation in 
a dialogue and wanting support for the proposition is a common human need in 
communication. One way of indicating this is in the use of the discourse particle hor.  
 
5.9   Hor and meh 
 
In Chapter 4 and this chapter, I provide analyses of the SCE discourse particles meh 
and hor. The question to consider here is how is it that a user of SCE knows when to 
use meh and when to use hor. In answering the question, a discussion of the 
differences between the two particles may be helpful. In this section, I give a brief 
account of the differences between the two discourse particles, meh and hor.  
 
For past analyses on meh (Chapter 4), the problem of describing the meaning of meh 
is a matter of describing what its functions are. Similarly, previous researchers on hor 
concentrate on the functions (Wilma 1987; Gupta 1992, Gan 2000). Listing the 
functions of the particles meh and hor does not adequately capture the distinction 
between the two particles. The different meanings of meh and hor can be determined 
by the linguistically encoded meanings of the particles used95. But the distinction 
becomes clearer when one looks at the difference between what is inferentially 
derived on the basis of contextual assumptions. In other words, the difference between 
[a] and [b] lies in the different contextual assumptions invoke by the different 
particles used.  
 
                                                 
95 For the encoded meaning of meh, please refer to Chapter 4 and for hor, this chapter (5.4). 
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[59] a.  So cute hor?              (ICE-SIN-S1A-057) 
b.  So cute meh?           (Constructed to compare with [58a]) 
 
In [59a], two friends talk about a mutual girl friend that they know. One of them 
mentions that the girl friend is cute. Recall that the unified (encoded) meaning of hor 
is that it instructs the hearer to focus on the information presented and give a 
(positive) response. In [59a], the speaker is saying that: 
 
1. She is cute. 
2. She is cute and desires the hearer to give a response. 
 
In other words, the speaker is saying, I am highlighting to you that Mary is cute. Do 
give me a response. The expected relevance of a hor appended utterance is an 
agreement with the speaker. 
 
The assumptions are different for [58b]. Recapitulate that the encoded meaning of 
meh is that it indicates to the hearer that there is a challenge between what is in the 
speaker’s cognitive environment and one that is recently manifest in the situation. In 
[58b], the existing assumptions that the speaker has include: 
 
1. She is not cute. 
2. People do not find her cute. 
3. She is not described as cute. 
 
However, the assumption shown in the present situation is: 
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1. She is cute. 
 
The speaker does not believe that the lady (say, Mary) is cute and makes this explicit 
in the use of the particle meh. The previous assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment is that she does not believe that Mary is cute. Something happens in the 
situation (her friend says that Mary is cute) and this challenges her previous 
assumption. In other words, the speaker is saying, I do not think Mary is cute. Why do 
you say she is cute? The expected relevance of meh-appended utterances is to resolve 
the incongruity in the speaker’s cognitive environment. In this case, it may be 
something like She was not cute in the past, but recently, I find her cute with her new 
hairstyle. 
 
We can see that the contextual assumptions assessed are different in the two cases. In 
the case of meh, there is incongruity but in the case of hor, agreement is sought by the 
speaker. The unacceptability of meh in certain contexts is a result of its role in 
activating an inference which results in the resolution of the contradiction of the 
assumption (cf. Chapter 4).  Similarly, the unacceptability of hor in certain contexts is 
a result of its role in activating an inference which results in the insistence of a 
response.  Thus, hor would not be acceptable in a context where no response is 
required. 
 
Another manner in which the difference between meh and hor can be explained is in 
the orientation. In other words, the relation between meh and hor can be captured in 
the orientation that these particles have. While meh is speaker-oriented (see Chapter 
4), hor is hearer-directed. In [58b], the speaker indicates her stance or attitude towards 
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the proposition. In the case of hor [58a], the speaker directs the hearer to respond to 
the proposition made.  
In a meh utterance, the speaker is saying, I am sceptical/doubtful towards the 
proposition. The speaker indicates her stance or propositional attitude in her 
utterance. In contrast, in a hor utterance, the speaker is saying, I propose this and I 












Directs the hearer to focus on 
information presented and 







1. Soliciting agreement. 
2. Indicating an  
    intonation break. 








Indicates that an existing 
assumption in the speaker’s 
cognitive environment is 
challenged by one that is 







1. Questions a  
    presupposition. 
2. Conveys disagree- 
    ment. 
3. Expresses surprise. 
4. Disbelief. 
5. Opposite of what was 
    thought is true. 
 
 
Table 5.1: A comparison of hor and meh. 
  
 
In this section, I provide an account of the relation between meh and hor, which to my 
knowledge, has not been captured so far. 
  
 




This chapter is an account of the SCE discourse particle hor.  I have argued that hor is 
used not to contribute to the proposition expressed by the utterance but as a 
procedural particle to constrain the inferential phase of utterance interpretation. It is 
seen to be non-truth-conditional. Hor is associated with an utterance whose 
propositional content is becoming manifest in the speaker’s environment and the role 
of the particle is to signal to the hearer that this proposition needs to be taken notice 
of.  Hence, the notion of focussing and eliciting support. The account of hor relates 
the use of the particle to syntax, something that is not attempted in past analyses. I 
have also provided suggestions to why certain hor utterances are ill formed and have 
also captured the relation between meh and hor.  
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Chapter 6 




In the previous two chapters I have given the analyses of two discourse particles in 
SCE, meh and hor. Although meh does not occur frequently in the ICE-SIN corpus I 
have chosen it for analysis because very little has been written on it. Hor, too, does 
not occur frequently in the ICE-SIN corpus. As mentioned in Chapter 5, very little 
research has been done on hor. Hor was also chosen because it provides a contrast to 
meh in that it is hearer-oriented while meh is speaker-oriented. In the course of my 
descriptions of the two relatively rare particles, I may have given the impression that I 
am focusing on rarely occurring and rarely researched discourse particles in SCE. 
However, this impression may not be a correct one as I will be analysing a frequently 
occurring and frequently researched discourse particle in SCE, lah, in this chapter. 
While meh and hor are not favourites among the researchers working on SCE, lah is 
popular with researchers with an interest in how discourse particles are used in SCE. 
Thus, not only is lah the focus of a range of papers (for example, Richards and Tay 
1977, Kwan-Terry 1978, Bell and Ser 1983, Platt 1987, Loke and Low 1988, 
Besemeres and Wierzbicka 2003, Ler forthcoming) but it has also been featured in 
more general accounts of discourse particles or SCE (for example, Tongue 1974, Platt 
1987, Platt et al 1983, Gupta 1992, Pakir 1992, Wee 1998). Perhaps one reason why 
lah is a favourite in the research on discourse particles in SCE is that among the 
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particles in SCE, it is used more frequently than others96. In fact, lah is the most 
highly occurring particle in SCE, as shown by the occurrences of particles in the ICE-
SIN corpus. The frequency table on discourse particles in SCE, produced in Chapter 
2, is reproduced here for ease of reference.  
 
 SCE particles Frequency 
1 lah         1,742 
2 ah        1,242 
3 hah           256 
4 what            224 
5 lor           144 
 
Table 6.1 A comparison of the top five SCE particles in the spoken categories in ICE-SIN.  
 
Like the previous chapters, the current one deals with the three main issues:  
 
1)  A proposed unified meaning of lah 
2)  How this unified meaning is realised in different contexts, giving rise to what      
      previous researchers call functions or uses. 
3)  A discussion of the ill-formed constructions. 
 
I describe the unified (encoded) meaning of lah on the basis of the ICE-SIN data and 
personal observations, taking into account its extreme flexibility and high frequency. 
Most previous accounts of the particle focused on listing the functions of the particle. 
In the present study, I will provide a summary of all the functions of lah and 
demonstrate how the various functions are related by using relevance theory. The 
analysis will rely heavily on the concept of procedural meaning. Lah is an example 
typical of discourse particles, in that the versatile use of the item exemplifies 
                                                 
96 Gupta mentions that lah comes in second to the most frequently used particle in SCE which is ah 
(Gupta forthcoming). However, the ICE-SIN corpus shows that lah is the most frequently occurring 
particle, with 1742 occurrences compared to ah with 1242 occurrences. 
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multifunctionality. However, the current study will attempt to show that the many 
functions can be subsumed under a single description by looking at how it constrains 
relevance in the inferential stage of utterance interpretation. On the basis of the 
framework presented in Chapter 3 and the data, I suggest that lah is a discourse 
particle that signals the speaker’s desire for the hearer to access and accommodate a 
certain contextual assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment.  In addition, 
because of the high frequency of lah in the corpus, it would be interesting to observe 
how it co-occurs with other expressions, including discourse markers (e.g. but, so, 
okay, and you know). The observation of patterns of lah-utterances may help us 
identify what is typical of what and how lah communicates.  In doing so, we can 
perhaps further verify if the proposed unified meaning of lah is correct. For this 
reason, the account will be backed up by a brief statistical survey of the co-
occurrences of lah with other expressions.  
 
Previous approaches listed the different readings possible without being able to 
explain how the discourse particle gets its different interpretations, and how these 
readings are related. Among others, lah has been described as a solidarity marker, an 
intensifying particle and a particle used for persuasion. These accounts do not clarify 
how the particle performs the various functions and I feel an explicit account of the 
intrinsic nature of lah in terms of the hearer’s utterance interpretation process is 
necessary. In this chapter, I will make an attempt to arrive at the unified meaning of 
the particle and explain how the multifunctionality of lah can arise out of the 
particle’s unified meaning.  
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In addition, the wide range of possible functions for lah proves to be an analytical 
problem for the researcher when it comes to specifying the meaning of lah. A speaker 
can use the particle to indicate a decrease in social distance (solidarity), an emphasis, 
or a hostile stance. The particle lah has also been associated with conveying 
friendliness, obviousness, and showing agreement. It seems then, that the intrinsic 
feature of lah is not the different functions it is associated with, though the various 
effects can arise in the appropriate context. An adequate account of the meaning of 
lah needs to provide an explanation on how the various functions are related to each 
other.  The challenge can be met with the relevance theoretic framework (Chapter 3) 
with the notion of a unified meaning that leads to the particular functions of the 
particle lah. Before I propose the unified meaning of lah and show how the apparent 
functions can arise from it, in the next section, I will provide a brief account of 
previous accounts on lah. 
 
6.2 Functions of lah: previous accounts 
 
As mentioned above, lah is the most frequently occurring discourse particle in SCE. It 
is also hoped that the present study will give us an indication as to why lah is most 
widely used. Furthermore, the popularity of lah in research may derive from the fact 
that it has many functions and researchers are interested in listing the kinds of 
functions that lah has (looking at the studies done, for example, Richards and Tay 
1977, Bell and Ser 1983 and Platt 1987). Another possibility is that a fascination with 
the ubiquitous lah particle and what it means (invariant meaning) has led researchers 
to take a closer look at it (for example, Ler 2001, Besemeres and Wierzbicka 2003, 
Wong 2004).  
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Even though lah has been discussed by many writers, there is considerable 
disagreement as to its use and functions. As have been observed, the elusiveness of 
lah stems from the range of functions it seems to have in different contexts. For 
example, the earliest account of the lah particle is by Tongue (1974). Depending on the 
way it is pronounced, lah can function as an ‘intensifying particle, as a marker of 
informal style, as a signal of intimacy, for persuading, deriding, wheedling, rejecting and 
a host of other purposes’ (Tongue 1974:114). Tongue’s account of lah marks the 
beginning of treating the particle as characteristic of SCE.  
 
In a number of accounts of lah that followed, in addition to treating lah as a marker of 
rapport or solidarity (Tongue 1974; Richards and Tay 1977; Kwan-Terry 1978; Bell 
and Ser 1983; Pakir 1992), the particle has been described also as a marker of 
emphasis (Richards and Tay 1977; Platt et al 1983; Loke and Low 1988). Lah has also 
been seen as an entity communicating a range of different attitudes, such as 
obviousness, persuasion and impatience. Other functions ascribed to the particle 
include an expression of friendliness or of the opposite sentiments, such as hostility or 
annoyance. It can also be described as an indicator of enthusiasm and assertion or as a 
word communicating the attitude of objection. The list is not exhaustive. The main 
functions, as described by past researchers, are shown in the following examples. 
(Unless indicated otherwise, the examples are from my personal collection or from 
ICE-SIN). 
 
A.  SOLIDARITY. Lah is first described as a marker of rapport or solidarity, 
comparable to the English ‘filler’ you know. 
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[1] Don’t worry lah.  [We are in the same boat] 
[2] No use trying to hide our roots lah.  [We are Singaporeans] 
 
The problem with this classification is that it cannot accommodate data such as 
example [3] where no element of rapport or solidarity can be detected. In [3] A does 
not want to buy Mandarin oranges at that time because she wants to watch some 
television programmes, including the Lunar New Year special programme and uses 
the particle to indicate her unwillingness. In the second instance when A uses lah (Ya 
lah), A again uses the particle to show her unwillingness to buy the oranges at that 
time since they can buy them at another (more convenient) time. Later, A uses the 
particle lah to insist that B brings an orange. Thus, it cannot be argued that in this 
dialogue A is using lah to establish rapport with her daughter.  
 
[3] Context: A mother (A) and her daughter (B) had a disagreement on who is to      
   buy Mandarin oranges. (It is customary for the Chinese to exchange   
                           Mandarin oranges when visiting during the Chinese New Year). 
A:  Then after that it’s the Lunar New Year special lah. 
B:  So? 
A:  Ya lah, then during that period we can go what? 
B:   Cannot lah. Aiyah, when I wash my hair, I don’t want to go out.  
         Dirty my hair lah. 
A:  You bring one of them lah.               
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-007) 
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B. EMPHASIS. According to previous researchers, lah contributes an element of 
emphasis to sentences such as in [4] and [5].  
 
[4] Do you want to go? I’m not going lah. [Emphasis]  
     (Kwan-Terry 1992:69) 
 
 [5] Normal doctors lah who are on our medical panel. [not specialists]  
          (ICE-SIN-S1B-073)
  
C. OBVIOUSNESS. The lah particle is often described as having the function of 
conveying the speaker’s attitude of ‘obviousness’. There is also a note of impatience 
or annoyance in these cases.  
 
[6] They generally don't take beef lah. [It’s obvious; everybody knows that.] 
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-023) 
[7] I mean of course it changes lah.     
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-065) 
 
D.  PERSUASION. Lah can also be used with a certain tone to persuade or to suggest. 
 
[8] Come with us lah. [Won’t you?]   
           (Oxford English Dictionary online, 2000)  
 
[9] Go to Chinatown lah. [Why don’t you?]    
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-007) 
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E.  FRIENDLINESS97.  Lah is sometimes used when the speaker wants to be friendly. 
 
[10] Okay, doesn’t matter lah. [It’s all right; we’re friends.] 
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-091) 
[11] Quite nice lah. [I’m your friend; consider my opinion.]  
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-023) 
 
F.  HOSTILITY. Sometimes, lah is described as conveying a sense of ‘hostility’. 
 
[12] If you want then it should be after this week lah. [Not earlier!]  
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-091) 
[13] I don’t want to eat lah. [Don’t force me!] 
 
As has been mentioned, the list of functions ascribed to lah and illustrated by 
examples [1] to [13] is not exhaustive. The inadequacy of looking at lah as 
performing multi-functions can be seen when we compare lah-utterances with 
utterances without the particle.   
 
[14] a. Apply lah.                      (Wilma 1987:6) 
b. Apply. 
 
The ‘obviousness’ in [14] is evident even without the particle. In [14b], one of two 
friends asked how does one get a job and the obvious answer is to apply for it. The  
                                                 
97 Though close in meaning, there is a difference between solidarity and friendliness. While solidarity 
has to do with support and agreement of interests and actions among members of a group, friendliness 
is kind and pleasant behaviour towards others. 
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obviousness of the answer is probably indicated by the tone. Hence, ‘obviousness’ 
cannot be characterised as an inherent part of lah. For ‘persuasion’ (examples 8, 9), 
‘friendliness’ (examples 10, 11) and ‘hostility’ (examples 12, 13), we have to be 
careful that these meanings do not come from other devices such as intonation or 
tone. These meanings (in examples 8 to 14) are preserved even when lah is omitted. 
Thus, these functions are not inherent in the particle itself. 
 
Previous researchers (e.g. Platt 1987) have tried to characterise the different functions 
or meanings of the lah particle, but they have not fully succeeded. Most researchers 
agree that lah is multi-functional in nature. What is striking about these descriptions is 
that they tell us different things about the particle. As mentioned previously (cf. 
Chapter 2), the meaning of the particle is not the different functions. In this study, I 
propose a unified meaning of the particle. Furthermore, I shall argue that the hearer of 
an utterance containing lah does not recover, for example, the proposition containing 
‘obviousness’ (see Section 6.4.4.1) and friendliness (see section 6.4.4.2). I shall argue 
that if we approach the question of what kind of information an entity such as lah has 
from a cognitive point of view rather than listing the functions, then we will have an 
account of how this information contributes to the interpretation of utterances 
containing it. In addition, we will also be able to explain how lah is realised in the 
different contexts. Furthermore, previous researchers have noted that lah has the 
effect of softening imperatives but they provide no explanation as to why in the cases 
of command, request and suggestion utterances, it has that effect whereas in 
declaratives, it has the opposite effect. In this account, we shall see why this is so. 
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More recently, Besemeres and Wierzbicka (2003) investigate the use of lah and 
identify the meaning of lah by a paraphrase in ordinary language (using the NSM 
framework) which would be substitutable for lah in any context. They argue that 
'what lah expects from the addressee is a capacity to understand the speaker' 
(Besemeres and Wierzbicka (2003:21) and propose the following explication for lah: 
 
 I think you can know what I want to say 
 
In their account, they explain how the proposed formula for lah explains the different 
effects of lah, for example, persuasion, obviousness and impatience (ibid: 22). The 
analysis by Besemeres and Wierzbicka in identifying a constant meaning to the 
particle represents an important step forward in the understanding of SCE particles. 
My account is along similar lines but extends it by providing explanations why it is 
improbable for the particle lah to be in certain constructions (see Section 6.6).  
 
In another recent account, Wong (2004), drawing on the work of Wierzbicka (1996), 
suggested that there are three meanings of lah: la3 - the impositional la, la4 – the 
propositional la, and la2 – the persuasive la. According to Wong, the impositional la 
is pronounced with a low tone and the speaker is either trying ‘to impose an idea or a 
view on the addressee’ or ‘trying to modify her [the addressee’s] behaviour’ 
(2004:765). Wong provides the following explication of the particle:  
 
[15] la3  = 
I think something now   
I think you don’t think like this 
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I don’t want this 
I want you to think like this 
I think if I say something, you can think like this 
I say it now.       (Wong 2004:766) 
 
In our view, in ostensive communication, conversational partners talk to each other to 
modify the cognitive environment of the hearer. Stating that a linguistic item is used 
to modify the hearer’s thinking or behaviour is stating a general property of all 
instances of ostensive communication and thus, is not helpful when one is dealing 
with the meaning of the expression (that is, la3). 
 
The second meaning of la, the propositional la4, is a tool for the speaker to present an 
idea, a suggestion, or offer a piece of advice to the addressee, for example [16] (Wong 
2004:768): 
 
[16] A turns down a suggestion to go out with B the next day because he has an 
academic assignment to complete. B then suggests that A works on his 
assignment that very evening so they can go out the next day. 
 You do it now la4. 
 
Finally, the third meaning of la, the persuasive la (la2) represents an appeal to the 
addressee to think something without excessive pressure. The persuasive la2 is 
pronounced with a mid-rising tone of Singapore Mandarin and suggests ‘the attempt 
to persuade‘, for example Try this la2. It’s nice (Wong 2004:771).  
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Wong’s analysis is comparable to the one I will present, inasmuch as it recognises a 
shared property of the various uses. Although I generally agree with Wong’s 
intuitions as shown above, I do not consider his account fully satisfactory on 
descriptive and explanatory levels.  Wong mentioned the three semantic meanings of 
lah, which is helpful only to the extent that they can accommodate some, but not all, 
the uses of lah. Wong’s analysis would not be able to accommodate lah in the 
following example: 
 
[17] A:  What's the in thing there? 
B:  In thing? 
A:  At the moment    
B:  In thing? I’m not quite sure. What is ‘in thing’? 
A:  I mean like the clothes. What’s in fashion lah? 
 B:  Couldn’t really identify any fashion. It's all long blouses. Maybe that's the  
      in thing now. I couldn’t see cotton material. Quite plain. It’s just blouses. 
             (ICE-SIN-S1A-003) 
 
In [17], A asks B what is in fashion in Thailand. B does not understand what in thing 
is and asks A what in thing is. A is probably a little annoyed that B does not know 
what in thing is. So she uses the particle to signal to her friend that she disapproves of 
her ignorance.  As can be seen, in What’s in fashion lah?, A is not using lah to try to 
impose an idea upon the hearer (la3). Neither is she trying to present an idea or advice 
to B (la4). A is also not trying to convince B of something. She is indicating an 
attitude towards B’s ignorance. As one can see, the meanings proposed by Wong 
(namely, impositional la, persuasive la and propositional la) will not be able to 
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accommodate the above example [17]. It seems then, that the account is similar to 
what we find in a dictionary and is limited to how refined the categories of the 
meanings are. For example, to accommodate examples such as [17], another lah, (e.g. 
indicative la - la5), which is used to indicate a speaker’s attitude, needs to be added. 
Apparently, the semantic nature of lah is not dealt with adequately. In the current 
study, drawing on the work of Sperber and Wilson and others such as Blakemore, 
Infantidou and Carston, I argue that there is a unified meaning of the particle lah. This 
unified meaning of lah is realised as different functions or uses in different contexts. 
In Wong’s account, not much is said about the pragmatic nature of lah. I will argue 
that the NSM account of lah does not adequately offer a comprehensive explanation 
of how lah is interpreted in discourse. In subsection 6.4.3, I give a description of how 
lah in [17] is interpreted in discourse and where there is no need for different lahs. 
 
As mentioned, lah can be used in different contexts and apparently has many uses. 
Thus, arriving at its unified meaning is not an easy task. However, on the basis of 
corpus data, observations, findings of other researchers98 and native speaker 
introspection, my main claim, as mentioned above, will be as follows:  
 
Lah is a discourse particle that directly encodes an instruction to the hearer to access 
and accommodate a contextual assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment. 
 
Putting it another way, what lah encodes is something like ‘the speaker wants the 
hearer to access the assumption that she has in mind and do something about it.’  
Which interpretation (various functions, in the terminology by past researchers e.g. 
                                                 
98 The research on lah has also benefited from discussions with Tim Wharton (University College 
London).  
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Tongue, Platt and Weber) the hearer is intended to recover, or does in fact recover, is 
determined by considerations of relevance and the context. In order to better 
understand the encoded meaning of the lah particle, first, I will give a brief account of 
the distributional properties of lah.  
 
6.3 Source of lah in SCE 
 
In this section, I present a brief discussion of the etymology of lah in Singapore 
English. Lah in Singapore English may have come from Mandarin, Cantonese, 
Hokkien and Malay. 
 
According to Richards and Tay (1977), there is no relation between the lah in 
Singapore English and the lah in Mandarin. They feel that lah in Mandarin has a 
grammatical function, unlike the lah in Singapore English which serves mainly as a 
code-marker (Richards and Tay 1977:149). For example, lah in [18b] (example from 
Richards and Tay) gives affirmative force to the utterance. 
 
[18a] ni    hen    mang 
 you  very  busy 
 You are very busy. 
 
[18b] ni     hen   mang  la 
            you  very  busy   PRT 
 You are really very busy.    
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On the other hand, Kwan-Terry (1978) mentions that the lah particle is a feature 
‘carried over from the use of emotive particles in Chinese’ (Kwan-Terry 1978:35).  
 
[19] ni     ye    lai      la 
  you   too  come  PRT 
 You come too.         (modified from Kwan-Terry 1978:35) 
 
According to Kwan-Terry (1978), lah in [19] has the same function (i.e. gives a sense 
of persuasion) as the lah used in the utterance [20] in Singapore English. 
 
[20] You come too lah. 
 
From these examples, it appears that lah in Singapore English is quite possibly a 
‘result of transfer from the use of emotive particles in Chinese’ (Kwan-Terry 
1978:35). 
 
The lah particle in Singapore English may also have come from Cantonese. As in the 
Mandarin lah, Cantonese lah also gives a persuasive note to the utterance (as shown 
in [21]). 
 
[21] nei    dou  lei       la 
 you   too   come  PRT 
 You come too. 
 
However, unlike the Mandarin lah, lah in Cantonese denotes a lack of forcefulness, so 
that ‘the sentence is more of a request than a command’ (Kwok 1984:79). The 
following examples from Kwok illustrate her point. 
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[22] nei    dei       chip      ngo   la 
 you   come   receive  me    PRT 
 Come and pick me up. 
 
[23] ga    fan    di       yi     lok     heui la 
     add  back  some fish  down  go    PRT 
 Add some fish to your tank or Put some fish back in (your tank). 
 
As stated by previous researchers, one of the functions of lah in SCE is that it reduces 
the harshness of utterances.  There appears to be some parallel between the Cantonese 
lah and the lah in Singapore English. 
 
The lah particle in Singapore English appears to have some close connections with 
the lah particle in Hokkien. Richards and Tay (1977) discuss it at some length and 
show the similarities with functions between the Hokkien lah and the lah in Singapore 
English. [24] is more emphatic than i peng ei chokang (She can work quite well). 
Examples are my own unless otherwise stated. 
 
[24] i       peng   ei     chokang  la 
 she  quite    can  work       PRT 
 She really can work quite well.       (adapted from Richards and Tay 1977:150) 
 
[25] li     tou    jia   la 
 you  must  eat  PRT 
 You must eat.      
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[25] with lah attached is more persuasive than the utterance without it. 
 
According to Richards and Tay (1977), the lah particle also softens commands. 
 
[26] mthang   khi  la 
 Don’t     go    PRT 
 Don’t go. 
 
From the above examples, it can be seen that there seems to be parallels with lah in 
Singapore English and lah in Hokkien. In addition, Hokkien lah can indicate that the 
speaker wants to dismiss the topic of discussion. For example, ho la (all right/okay) 
suggests that the speaker does not want to continue discussing the topic. 
 
 
Another language with the lah particle that could have contributed to the lah particle 
in Singapore English is the Malay language. Standard Malay has a lah particle that is 
used to mark emphasis, for example [27] and [28], modified from Hassan (1974:122) 
and Richards and Tay (1977:152) respectively. 
 
[27] Dialah    yang    datang99 
 he PRT   which  come  
 He was the one who came. 
 
[28] Sayalah    yang    membuka          pintu  itu 
 I  PRT      which  open ACTIVE  door   this 
                                                 
99 The spelling system used here is the Romanised alphabet of Bahasa Malaysia (Hassan 1974:17). 
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 I am the one who opened the door. 
 
Richards and Tay (1977) state that lah used as emphasis is quite distinct from the lah 
in Singapore English, which serves as a code marker showing familiarity or solidarity. 
However, data from ICE-SIN contain instances where the lah particle is used for 
emphasis. For example [5] reproduced here for easy reference and [29]. 
 
[5] Normal doctors lah which are on our medical panel.          (ICE-SIN-S1B-073) 
 
[29] That means it's this one lah from the menu.           (ICE-SIN-S1A-074) 
  
Thus it would seem that Standard Malay lah could have been borrowed into 
Singapore English. In addition to (possibly) Standard Malay lah coming into 
Singapore English the lah particle of both Colloquial Malay100 and Bazaar Malay101 
mirror the functions of lah in Singapore English (Richards and Tay 1977:154). For 
example, lah in [30] (example from a Malay friend) gives a sense of familiarity to the 
utterance. 
 
[30] Dia  sudah    tidur   lah    
 he    already  sleep  PRT 
 He’s already asleep. 
 
                                                 
100 Colloquial Malay is the form of Malay used in informal situations and in the home and village 
setting (Richards and Tay 1977:154). 
101 Bazaar Malay is used when Chinese, Indians, Pakistanis, Arabs, and Europeans, who have no 
common language, speak to each other, and also by Malays speaking to immigrant races (Hassan 
1974:4). 
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Thus, because of the similarities in functions, it is probable that the lah particle in 
Singapore English has its origins in the Chinese languages and in Malay.  As 
mentioned before, propositional attitude can be coded in the form of discourse 
particles and the underlying of each particle can be specified.  
 
6.4 Distribution and description 
 
As has been observed (Section 6.2), lah is infamous for its functional complexity. 
However, it is limited in its distributional versatility. With regard to its distributional 
properties, it appears that unlike meh and most SCE particles, lah can occur between 
clause constituents, but the main occurrences are clause-finally. That lah need not 
necessarily occur in sentence or clause final positions was first shown by Bell and Ser 
(1983), as indicated by the following examples from Bell and Ser mentioned in 
Chapter 2 of this thesis and repeated here as [31a-c], and in example (31d). 
 
[31] a.  Must lah have been cooking. 
 b.  Must have been lah cooking. 
 c.  That great hawker lah from Newton Circus. 
 d.  Normal doctors lah which are on our medical panel.   
          (ICE-SIN-S1B-073) 
 
As for sentence types in which lah occurs, the examples in the literature and the ICE-
SIN corpus show that lah can be attached to declaratives (examples 32a-d), 
imperatives (examples 20a-20d), and some interrogatives (example 17, mentioned 
earlier in the chapter).  
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[32] a.  Then after that it’s the Lunar New Year special lah.      (ICE-SIN-S1A-007) 
 b.  They generally don’t take beef lah           (ICE-SIN-S1A-023) 
 c.  No lah! This way cannot! Miss turn already!      
   (The Strait Times 6 April 2001) 
d.  She’s quite playful lah.                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-091)  
 
[33] a.   Come on lah              (ICE-SIN-S1A-065) 
b.  Go to Chinatown lah.              (ICE-SIN-S1A-007) 
c.  Come with us lah.               (Oxford English Dictionary online, 2000)  
d.  Bring one of them lah.                (ICE-SIN-S1A-007) 
 
[17] What’s in fashion lah?             (ICE-SIN-S1A-003) 
 
However, there are constructions that do not allow lah as shown in the following 
examples [34]. 
 
[34] a.  *Is Daniel going home lah? 
b.  *Does he have a dog lah? 
 
[35] *Raymond’s asleep lah? 
 
The examples illustrate the unacceptability of using lah in polar interrogatives102 
[34a-b] and in declaratives functioning as questions [35]. At present, these restrictions 
have not been accounted for and it would be interesting to see why lah is not found in 
                                                 
102 It should be noted that the unacceptability applies to interrogatives that are rhetorical questions or 
that are requests for information with no other assumption to be accessed  
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certain constructions. I shall deal with ill-formed constructions of lah in subsection 
6.7. 
 
At this point, it should be noted that lah in polar interrogatives is acceptable if the 
interrogatives are not requests for information with no other assumption to be 
accessed or if they are rhetorical questions. In a certain context where the polar 
interrogative constitutes a plea or request (an assumption to be accessed), it is possible 
for lah to be appended to it. For instance, if I make known to my son that we should 
leave early and he delays leaving, I could say Are you going home lah103. As can be 
seen, this is still in accordance with the proposed unified meaning of lah. The 
assumption to be accessed may be ‘I don’t want to wait any longer’ rather than if we 
are going home or not. 
 
6.5 Unified meaning of lah 
 
According to the data on instances of lah and previous research, lah seems to serve a 
range of purposes in many different contexts104. For example, speakers use lah to 
show both friendliness (e.g. [10]) and hostility (e.g. [12]); both examples are 
mentioned previously and repeated here for ease of reference. 
 
[10] Okay, doesn’t matter lah.              (ICE-SIN-S1A-023) 
[12] If you want then it should be after this week lah.          (ICE-SIN-S1A-065) 
 
                                                 
103 I thank Peter Tan (NUS) for bringing this to my attention. 
104 Sometimes the particle lah can be used in the same context but depending on what the speaker 
wants to express (e.g. busy la), it can have a host of functions (Wong 2004) 
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The particle lah can also appear at the end of rhetorical questions (e.g. [36]) and as 
answers to questions e.g. [37]). 
 
[36] A:  What is she doing lah? 
 B:  Julie is in NUS105 right now.            (ICE-SIN-S1A-099)
  
[37] A:  Are you actually getting work done?  
B: Uh well I've managed to write about eight pages lah.    (ICE-SIN-S1A-099)
  
As the particle serves a range of purposes, one should not expect a more precise 
‘meaning’ for it than for other similar kinds of phenomena that serves a range of 
purposes, such as well106. The current study proposes that what the particle lah 
encodes is a procedure. Apparently, the range of purposes that lah serves may be one 
reason the unified meaning of the particle is so elusive. However, as mentioned 
previously, on the basis of corpus data, observations, findings from other researchers, 
and native speaker introspection, lah is a discourse particle that indicates the 
speaker’s desire for the hearer to access and accommodate an assumption in the 
speaker’s cognitive environment.  
 
It appears that relevance theory helps to provide a suitable framework in the analysis 
of lah. In particular, the principle of relevance, that any act of communication 
communicates a presumption of its own optimal relevance (as discussed in Chapter 
3.1.3), is central in the explication of the particle lah. This means that the hearer is 
                                                 
105 National University of Singapore.                                                                                                               
6 The information which well encodes ‘amounts to a green light for going ahead with the inferential 
processes involved in the recovery of cognitive effects’ (Blakemore 2002:138). 
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entitled to expect a level of relevance high enough to call for his attention to the 
stimulus. In other words, in communication, the hearer will pay attention to an 
utterance only if it achieves a level of relevance that makes it worth paying attention 
to.  
 
Since optimal relevance is achieved if the hearer expends the least effort for the most    
cognitive effect, then it is to the speaker’s advantage that the hearer should expect a 
level of relevance as high as this. It follows then that the speakers will, in 
compatibility with their abilities and preferences, provide an ostensive stimulus that is 
the most relevant to communicate their intentions. This means that it is in the 
speaker’s interest to produce utterances that are maximally relevant to the hearer. 
Thus, in a communicative situation, speakers aim at utterances that produce maximum 
cognitive effects and lowest processing effort. Speakers, then, sometimes employ the 
use of discourse particles such as lah to help convey their communicative intentions 
with minimum cost to the hearer. A discourse particle such as lah encodes procedural 
information and is a coded means that speakers make use of to produce maximally 
relevant utterances. As mentioned previously, the proposed meaning for lah is that it 
signals to the hearer to access and accommodate a contextual assumption in the 
speaker’s cognitive environment. The following section shows how the proposed 
interpretation of the particle lah using the relevance-theoretic approach (the unified 






 6.5.1 Lah and declaratives 
 
First, to illustrate how the unified meaning of lah can accommodate lah in 
declaratives, consider [38]. 
 
[38] Context: A (banker) and B (manager) are discussing how the economic  
   downturn has affected business and as a consequence banks have to   
   be prudent to protect the interests of shareholders. (Both banker and  
   manager are males). 
 B:  What about your bank? You said your bank is also affected. 
 A:  Oh, banks. We are affected. Uh, in fact if you read the uh annual reports of   
                  all the local banks, we are making hefty provision for the industries that  
                  are badly hit. We are badly hit. 
       So you know we are not spared lah. Okay we are not spared lah. 
B: Uhm nice to know that I am not alone in all this.  
                     (ICE-SIN-S1B-077) 
 
[38] is part of a business meeting between a banker and a manager. The manager’s 
business has been badly affected by the economic crisis. The banker discusses with 
the manager on the credit facilities that he (manager) has with the bank. He proposes a 
lower figure of $5000 a month since the manager is unable to keep up with the 
repayment of the overdraft with the bank.  The alternative would be to retrench some 
of his workers. The bank is sympathetic as many businesses are adversely affected by 
the economic downturn. A tells B that because of the economic downturn, the local 
bank where he works is also affected by the poor economy. Assuming that both A and 
 289
B are rational communicators, it will be in the interest of the speaker to make his 
utterance optimally relevant, that is, to achieve the desired cognitive effect with the 
least processing effort. The banker’s (A’s) cognitive environment may include the 
following contextual assumptions. 
 
[39] A’s contextual assumptions include:  
Premise 1. The economic downturn has affected A’s business. 
Premise 2. A knows that other businesses have been also affected by the downturn. 
Premise 3. A wants B to know that his bank has also been affected by the downturn. 
Premise 4. A wants to reassure B that he has his understanding. 
Premise 5. A thinks that B feels that the bank is not sympathetic towards him. 
 
The current situation is that many businesses are badly hit by the economic crisis and 
banks are said to be pulling out the umbrellas, that is, recalling bad loans 
unsympathetically. Given the situation, it is not surprising that B (the manager) may 
think that the bank will be merciless in recalling the loans. In [38] B asks if the bank 
is affected by the economic crisis. A answers that the bank has been affected but is 
willing to make provisions for businesses that have been affected by the financial 
crisis. Then A follows with So you know that we are not spared lah. A’s intention in 
the utterance is not only to inform B that they are not spared the consequences of the 
economic downturn but also to signal to the hearer to access and accommodate an 
assumption in A’s cognitive environment, something such as [40]. 
 
[40] A wants B to know that he is not the only one in that situation and that he 
should not pity himself.  
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A perceived that B may have felt that A is not in the same boat and thus, will not be 
able to sympathise with him. A wants B to know that he understands his (B’s) 
position and feels that B may not be able to know this if he utters So you know we are 
not spared without the particle. In order to make explicit his intention for B to know 
that he has his sympathy, he uses lah to signal to B to access this assumption. Recall 
that it is in the speaker’s interest to make her utterance as optimally relevant as 
possible, that is, to the best of her abilities, the speaker will construct her utterance to 
yield the maximum number of cognitive effects for the minimum amount of 
processing effort. A uses the particle lah to help the hearer to access the contextual 
assumption, for example [40]. Furthermore, A would like B to accommodate the 
assumption accessed, that is, A would like B to indicate that he has understood his 
intention that he is not alone and that he should not be pitying himself. Of course, it is 
possible for the hearer to interpret the proposition and gather that A does not want 
him to pity himself if the particle lah is not present. But what lah does is to provide 
the hearer with a cue to look for an assumption that the speaker desires the hearer to 
recognise as relevant.  
 
As can be seen in the dialogue, this certain assumption is recognised when B says that 
it is nice to know that he is not alone in all this. In doing so, B also indicates that he 
accommodates what A has in mind. It appears that the relevance theoretic notion of 
procedural meaning captures the meaning of lah well, since what lah does is to guide 
the hearer towards the intended propositional meaning. Let us now take a look at a 




6.5.2 Lah and imperatives 
 
The proposed unified meaning of lah can accommodate lah in imperatives too. In the 
following conversation, two friends are having a meal at a coffee shop outside their 
house. 
 
[41] Context: Two friends, A and B are having a meal outside their home. B   
                                        has not been eating her food. They have to go off soon for an   
                                       appointment.  
B knows that she needs to eat her food quickly.  
A:  Eat your food lah. 
B:  Sorry. 
[After saying sorry, B quickly ate her food.] 
  
In [41], without lah Eat your food can sound impatient, given the right tone.   
 
[42] A’s contextual assumptions may include: 
1. A wants B to eat her food. 
2. A and B have to go for an appointment. 
3. A and B do not have much time. 
4. A wants B to understand that they do not have much time. 
5. B should have finished eating the food some time ago. 
 
Applying the proposed encoded meaning of lah to the utterance, the contextual 
assumption that the speaker wants the hearer to access may be something like Premise 
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3 (i.e. A and B do not have much time). Because the contextual assumption to be 
accessed (e.g. Premise 3) already exists, it is not necessary for A to draw the hearer’s 
(B’s) attention to it. As the speaker (A) feels that she has to draw the hearer’s 
attention to the assumption, she is and sounds impatient. Thus, impatience may be 
present in Eat your food lah. In attaching lah to her utterance, A also shows that she 
expects more from B than just to carry out an action. B’s reply, Sorry, indicates to A 
that she understands the urgency and recognises A’s impatience. Additionally, B 
indicates that she accommodates A’s intention by eating her food quickly.  
 
6.5.3 Lah and wh-interrogatives 
 
In the following dialogue [17], mentioned in Section 6.2 and repeated here for ease of 
reference, two friends discuss their recent shopping in Singapore. B did not buy much 
as the clothes were not to her taste and she is not willing to part with a large sum of 
money for accessories. Earlier on, the two friends discussed going on a shopping trip 
to Thailand as they have received their pay and the June holidays is around the corner. 
A asks B what is in fashion in Thailand but B does not understand what is in thing. A 
thinks that B knows what in thing is and replies At the moment. A’s reply indicates 
that she thinks that the significant question is: What is in fashion at that point of time? 
Clearly, A has misunderstood B’s question (In thing?). B then restates her question. It 
is likely in the context that A thinks that B should understand what in thing is and she 
is probably a little annoyed that B does not know what in thing is. So she uses the 
particle to signal to her friend that she disapproves of B’s ignorance of not knowing 
what in thing is. 
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[17] B: But I didn't buy much because I was quite disappointed with the clothes. I       
 was thinking of buying accessories but then I was quite reluctant to part with 
one hundred dollars just for something small like that. 
A:  What's the in thing there? 
B:  In thing? 
A:  At the moment    
B:  In thing? I’m not quite sure. What is ‘in thing’? 
A:  I mean like the clothes. What’s in fashion lah? 
 B:  Couldn’t really identify any fashion. It's all long blouses. Maybe that's the  
     in thing now. I couldn’t see cotton material. Quite plain. It’s just blouses. 
             (ICE-SIN-S1A-003) 
 
In [17], how will B interpret A’s utterance containing lah? In a certain context, it may 
be that A’s What’s in fashion? without the particle, may convey B’s disappointment 
with A for not having understood what in thing is. This may be the case if A has used 
a certain tone to show her annoyance. Recall that propositional attitude can be 
encoded in linguistic devices such as intonation, pitch, and discourse particles. Is the 
particle lah redundant then? As mentioned above, the presence of the particle lah 
guides the hearer to access and consider assumptions implicitly communicated by an 
utterance, assumptions that may or may not be retrieved in the absence of the particle. 
In [17], A’s contextual assumptions include those in [43]. 
 
[43] A’s contextual assumptions may include: 
Premise 1:  B is not giving A the right response (earlier). 
Premise 2:  A is not happy that B does not know what is ‘in thing’. 
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Premise 3:  A feels that B should know what she means. 
Premise 4:  A wants B to know that she disapproves of  B’s ignorance. 
Premise 5:  A feels that she does not have to spell out what ‘in thing’ is. 
 
The assumption made accessible by the proposition in [43] is something like Premise 
4. The hearer would choose the first interpretation coherent with the principle of 
relevance. B knows that A is reproachful of her (B’s) ignorance and is showing it 
indirectly. In attaching lah to her utterance, A shows that she expects more from B 
than just an answer to her question. B’s reply Couldn’t really identify any fashion 
appears to answer the question as part of the ‘repair’ to her recognition of A’s 
reproach and to accommodate it. B’s reply would most probably be accompanied by 
non-verbal linguistic expressions such as a soft tone, an apologetic look as a means of 
indicating that she knows and accepts what A meant. Lah helps to convey the 
speaker’s desire for the hearer to access the assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment. In other words, the speaker desires that her (informative) intention to 
make manifest the added contextual assumption be fully recognised by the hearer.  
 
6.5.4 Lah and pragmatic functions 
 
Our analysis that lah signals to the hearer to access and accommodate an assumption 
that is in the speaker’s cognitive environment can explain, I believe, all the 
communicative effects ascribed to lah in the literature (as mentioned in Section 6.2). 
In the following subsections, I shall discuss how the various pragmatic functions of 
lah follows from the proposed unified meaning of lah. 
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6.5.4.1 Lah and obviousness 
 
As mentioned previously (Section 6.2), lah is often described as having the function 
of conveying the speaker’s attitude of ‘obviousness’.  Consider the following example 
where lah is used to indicate ‘obviousness’. 
 
[44] Context: Aminah tells Irene that a mutual friend of theirs has got a job at the             
               Institute of Education. Irene asks how does one get the job. 
 Irene:  How do you get to do that? 
   Aminah:  Apply lah.          (Wilma 1987:6) 
 
In [44], Aminah mentions to Irene that a mutual friend has a job and Irene wants to 
know how she gets it. It appears that Irene is not aware that applying for a job is the 
most suitable method for getting it. So, she utters How do you get to do that? Aminah 
answered that the method of getting a job is to apply for it. She feels that it is an 
obvious fact that the way to get a job is to apply for it and uses the particle to indicate 
this. This is also accompanied by a touch of irritability and annoyance (as shown by 
the higher pitch). However, I would like to suggest that the annoyance and irritability 
is not part of the meaning of the particle but may have come from the tone.   
 
[45] Irene’s contextual assumptions include: 
1.  One has to do something to get a job. 
2.  I do not know how to get a job. 
3.  One way to get a job is to walk in and ask for it. 
4.  I would like to know how to get a job. 
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In [44], Irene’s assumptions include those in [45]. The relevance of Irene’s utterance 
is the completion of the thought, that is, the answer to the question How do you get to 
do that? However, it seems that Aminah wants to say more than just the answer to the 
question. Aminah does not answer Apply but adds the particle lah after Apply. As 
mentioned above, she feels that it should be an obvious fact that one needs to apply 
for a job in order to get one. If we attempt to apply the proposed unified meaning of 
lah to this situation, we get the following: 
 
The speaker Aminah wants Irene to recognise a certain assumption in the speaker’s 
cognitive environment (that is, that the answer is obvious, something like I should 
know how to get a job as it is an obvious fact/common knowledge). 
 
We are not saying that Irene will not be able to recognise this assumption without the 
particle (for example, through the tone, Irene may be able to access this assumption) 
but that the speaker wants to indicate this explicitly, in this case, through the use of a 
particle. With the explicit linguistic item, Irene would be encouraged to recognise an 
added assumption; not only the answer to the question but also that the answer is 
obvious and she should have known it. What is this added assumption to be accessed? 
The hearer needs to answer the question inferentially, that is, through pragmatic 
processes and the context. 
 
It appears that the proposed unified meaning is able to explain how lah is interpreted 
in discourse. The meaning is intrinsic but with different contexts, and under different 
circumstances, the assumption to be accessed is different. The assumption may be 
realised as obviousness, emphasis, suggestion, persuasion, etc. This is where I think 
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previous researchers could have been mistaken. It is not that the meaning of lah is 
obviousness but that it is realised as obviousness in a certain context (such as [44]).  
 
6.5.4.2 Lah and friendliness 
 
The present account also explains why [8] Come with us lah is seen as being more 
polite than Come with us. In other words, it can account for why lah has the effect of 
making imperatives more polite (‘weakening’ imperatives).  
 
In [8], lah invites the hearer to recognise a certain assumption in the speaker’s 
cognitive environment. To explain this, it is necessary to look at what mood a 
sentence encodes, and how this affects the way relevance is achieved. According to 
Wilson and Sperber (1988), the indicative mood shows that the thought 
communicated by the utterance is entertained as a true description of an actual state of 
affairs. The imperative mood, on the other hand, indicates that the thought 
communicated is entertained as a true description of a potential and desirable state of 
affairs. In a command or request, lah has the effect of asking the hearer to find and 
accept how relevant it is for the speaker to achieve some potential and desirable state 
of affairs. In a suggestion or persuasion, lah has the effect of asking the hearer to find 
and accept how relevant it is for the hearer to achieve some potential and desirable 
state of affairs.  
 
The present account also explains why lah added to an imperative appears to be 
persuading or pleading. In [8], lah instructs the hearer to recognise an assumption in 
the speaker’s cognitive environment. In a context where the hearer appears unable to 
 298
recognise the speaker’s communicative intention to recognise this assumption (e.g. it 
will be good for the hearer to go along with them), lah can be interpreted as an 
attempt to persuade the hearer to accept the speaker’s point of view. From the above, 
it can be seen that a distinction between the procedural information encoded in the 
particle and the kinds of communicative effects the use of the particle give rise to (e.g. 
persuasion) needs to be made. 
 
6.5.4.3 Lah and impatience 
 
That lah appended to utterances adds an element of annoyance or impatience can also 
be accounted for in our explanation of the particle. If the hearer appears not to 
recognise the assumption as desired by the speaker, then the speaker’s insistence that 
he do so may have a touch of annoyance or impatience. For example, in [3] Bring one 
of them lah, speaker A wants B to access the assumption that she wants her (B) to buy 
and bring Mandarin oranges for Chinese New Year. B appears not to recognise this 
assumption. A feels that she has to insist that B does so and she may sound annoyed 
or impatient. This does not mean that annoyance or impatience is in the encoded 
meaning of lah. 
 
6.5.4.4 Lah and emphasis 
 
To illustrate how the effect of emphasis follows from the unified meaning of lah, 
consider [4] mentioned earlier in the chapter and repeated for convenience. 
 
[4] Do you want to go?  I’m not going lah.       (Kwan-Terry 1992:69) 
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Applying the suggested unified meaning to [4], we have the speaker instructing the 
hearer to look for and accommodate an assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment (e.g. something like the speaker is definite in not going to the function 
and she would not change her mind). In addition, the speaker is signalling, through 
the use of the particle, that she wants the hearer to accommodate her view, something 
like since she is not going to the function, she does not want the hearer to pursue the 
matter further. Insisting that the hearer access and accommodate the assumption in the 
speaker’s cognitive environment may give rise to the effect of emphasis. It does not 
mean that emphasis is in the encoded meaning of the particle lah. Thus, it can be seen 
that the communicative effect of emphasis follows from the encoded meaning of lah. 
 
To summarise, the various functions of lah as described by previous researchers, such 
as obviousness, friendliness, impatience, emphasis, etc. can be subsumed under our 
description of the particle. Lah encodes the speaker’s intention that her hearer 
recognises and accommodates an assumption in her cognitive environment, which in 
turn, functions as an explicit guarantee of relevance.  As a consequence of such an 
explicit guarantee of relevance, the hearer is encouraged to expand the contextual 
assumptions in order to obtain the intended contextual effects. 
 
6.5.5 Lah and speaker/hearer orientation 
 
In the section above, I explained how a speaker uses the particle lah to communicate. 
As mentioned in Chapter 4, speakers not only communicate propositional content, but 
also express their propositional attitudes towards the proposition expressed. Like the 
discourse particle meh, lah shows speaker orientation in that it indicates speaker’s 
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attitudes such as friendliness, impatience, hostility, emphasis, obviousness and 
persuasion.  However, unlike meh where the propositional attitude is towards the 
propositional content, in lah, the speaker’s attitude is directed towards the hearer. To 
illustrate, consider [13] mentioned in an earlier section and repeated here for ease of 
reference. 
 
[13] I don’t want to eat lah. 
 
In [13], in addition to expressing that she does not want to eat, the speaker wishes to 
say something beyond what is expressed by the utterance without the particle. She is 
also unhappy that she is forced to eat and uses the particle lah to show her hostility 
towards the hearer. In other words, the speaker uses the particle to cue the hearer to 
access the assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment (i.e. the speaker is 
hostile). That the particle lah is speaker-oriented is captured in the component, ‘signal 
to the hearer to access a contextual assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment’ in the proposed unified meaning of lah. 
 
In addition to indicating an attitude towards the proposition, when a speaker uses lah, 
she expects something from the hearer. Besemeres and Wierzbicka (2003) also 
capture this fact about lah when they state that lah expects the addressee to 
understand the speaker. To illustrate, consider an example mentioned in a previous 
section, repeated here for convenience. 
 
[41] A:  Eat your food lah 
 B:  Sorry. 
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 (After saying sorry, B quickly ate her food.) 
 
In [41], the speaker wants the hearer to access the assumption in the speaker’s mind, 
that is, they do not have much time (speaker-oriented) and accommodate it (hearer-
oriented). As mentioned previously (Section 6.5.2), B shows that she accommodates 
the assumption by eating her food quickly. Recall that the notion a particle is hearer-
oriented is when it expects a response from the hearer. If we expand the notion of 
response to include not only a verbal response (as in the case of hor) but also an 
expectation of something from the hearer or an expected action (e.g. to eat quickly), 
then lah can be said to be hearer-oriented.  Thus, lah can be seen to be both speaker-
oriented and hearer-oriented. 
 
6.5.6 Lah and truth-conditionality 
 
I have shown so far that lah is used when the speaker intends the hearer to draw on an 
added assumption behind the utterance. There are two ways in which linguistic 
meaning contributes to the interpretation of utterances. It may encode conceptual 
meaning on one hand, or it may contain procedural information, that is, instructions 
for processing propositions (Blakemore 1996:151).  In the case of lah, the particle 
appears to belong to the group of linguistic entities that encode procedural meaning. 
In my analysis, it can be seen that lah does so by signalling the speaker’s intention to 
make the shared assumption fully recognised by the hearer. 
 
As mentioned previously, the distinction between truth-conditional meaning and non-
truth-conditional does not equal the distinction between conceptual meaning and 
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procedural meaning. For example, sentence adverbials such as frankly and seriously 
are treated as non-truth-conditional but they encode conceptual meaning (Wilson and 
Sperber 1993; Blakemore 1992).  In the case of lah in SCE, the particle can be 
omitted without affecting the truth-conditions of the host utterance. Consider example 
[6]  mentioned in Section 6.2 and repeated her for ease of reference: 
 
[6] a. They generally don't take beef lah.    
b. They generally don’t take beef. 
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-023) 
 
For both [6a] and [6b], the proposition is the same, namely, that there is a group of 
people who generally do not eat beef. If the particle is omitted, as in [6b], there is no 
loss in propositional meaning. Lah signals to the hearer to access a certain assumption 
in the speaker’s cognitive environment, that is, what the speaker wants to say is not 
merely They generally don’t take beef but that she does not have to spell this out; the 
hearer should be able to gather that from the context. In this way, what the particle 
does is to allow the hearer to process the utterance in the smallest context, thereby 
making for optimal relevance. The presence of the particle does not alter the truth-
conditions of the utterance. Thus, it can be seen that lah is non truth-conditional. 
 
6.6 Co-occurrences of lah with discourse markers 
 
The corpus approach provides a method of observing patterns of language which have 
long been sensed by critics, but which have not been possible to identify in empirical 
detail (Stubbs 1996). The approach makes use of what is frequent in the corpus to 
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identify what is typical in the language. It takes the viewpoint of a study that allows 
the data to provide the linguistic description of the discourse. From the ICE-SIN 
corpus, there are not many occurrences of the two discourse particles that I have 
analysed in the previous two chapters, meh and hor107.  The case is different with the 
lah particle, with more than 1700 occurrences. Because of the much higher frequency 
of lah in the corpus, it is possible to look at recurrent patterns of lah with other 
expressions, including discourse markers108. As mentioned previously, observing 
patterns of lah-utterances and what lah co-occurs with frequently may help us identify 
how the particle communicates and we can perhaps verify further if the proposed 
unified meaning of lah is correct. In this section, I shall mention briefly some of the 
expressions that co-occur with lah frequently in the data.  
 
The co-occurrences of lah are obtained through a combination of quantitative 
methods and inspecting the data in the traditional way (that is, by the eye). We will be 
looking at the expressions that have a strong tendency to co-occur with lah. This kind 
of knowledge of the word can be obtained via a concordance listing, especially in a 
Keyword-in-Context (KWIC) format, which gives recurrent significant lexical items 
to the left and right span of the item under study. An example of the concordance 





                                                 
107 In ICE-SIN, there are 63 occurrences of hor and 20 for meh.                                                                   




   I think they speak for themselves lah. Every word must add to a sentence 
          like you know how predictable it is  lah. If it's something that comes on in a  
            So probably you know we do that  lah most of the time but probably we don’t              
       most prone to mild cardiac problems  lah uh let's say infections heart and all that  
                their muscles are tense or relax  lah. So what we did was have a series of  
         Uhm I am actually browsing  lah  because I am looking for some toys 
Kenner made things that are very unusual lah you know. There is that like a combat  
                       We have the responsibility  lah. For example one to create a system that   
maybe you have expanded over expanded lah over the last two three years. Maybe a   
              Uh I think it is going to take time lah with all the violence going around     I             
               think it's still going to take years lah. Well very sad man. I mean as banker    
 with you uh as in our all annual exercises lah. To update with you how is business 
           So you never had to go on the road lah.  No I went on the road. Oh you did 
  They thought I should be able to make it lah. Fifty percent lah. You know as good           
Start all over again. Yes yes. Oh I see. No lah  but I think you shouldn't take just one. 
    I do need. So what I was planning to do lah I thought what I'll do is that since I  
      It’s a private one you know.  Oh same lah.  But it's a big private company. 
 one is cheaper. Private means individuals lah.  I mean those uh you know that you
    
Table 6.2  A section of the concordance listing of lah in ICE-SIN (spoken) 
 
As mentioned above, we will consider the co-occurrences that typically occur to the 
left and to the right109 of the keyword or node (that is, lah). For example, 
 
To the left of lah: 
[46] It should be okay lah.                  (ICE-SIN-S1A-099) 
 
To the right of lah: 
[47] Lights are a bit primitive lah but at least you can see.        (ICE-SIN-S1A-044) 
 
An interesting pattern emerges from the investigation of lah with its frequent co-
occurrences. The expressions that typically occur to the right of lah are mainly what 
are generally called discourse markers (mainly connectives such as but, so and 
                                                 
109 There are some cases where lah is bound (left-right) e.g., ‘So it will be more interesting in that sense 
lah because actually there's a lot of uh things that I wanted to ask [ICE-SIN-S1A-070]. However, 
compared to those that are bound (left) and bound (right), these form a small number and I will not be 
dealing with them here. 
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because). The expressions that occur very frequently to the left of lah appear to be 
answers to questions, for example, Ya, No and Okay. The distribution of the different 
discourse markers lah tends to co-occur with is shown in Table 6.3. 
 
 Co-occurrences of 
lah with 
Frequency Percentage/% 
1 but 70 25.5 
2 you know 57 20.7 
3 I mean 38 13.8 
4 so 35 12.7 
5 because 32 11.7 
6 and 27 9.8 
7 then 16 5.8 
 Total 275 100.0 
 
  Table 6.3  Common co-occurrences of lah and other discourse markers  
 
Another pattern that surfaces is that lah does not co-occur with other SCE particles, 
for example, meh or hor. It is especially the connectives that tend to co-occur with 
lah. An explanation why lah tends to co-occur with but, you know, I mean, so, and 
because may be that these expressions allow the speaker to carry on the line of talk. 
As a detailed analysis of lah with the above-mentioned expressions is beyond the 
scope of this study, I shall comment briefly that these expressions contribute to the 
coherence of the discourse. In order to observe how lah is used with these 
expressions, I provide examples from corpus data: [47] mentioned above and repeated 
here for convenience, and [48-53].  
 
[47] Lights are a bit primitive lah but at least you can see.  
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-044) 
[48] Can submit old plans lah but it is like submitting the old drawings.             
                   (ICE-SIN-S1A-051) 
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[49] So I'll be going for interview on Monday. I didn't really feel very peaceful  
about it lah so I don't want to. But I didn't tell him no straightaway. I told  
            him I'll think about it.               (ICE-SIN-S1A-036) 
 
[50] No way. Okay lah so I shall watch it. Tonight it’s ahm Women’s Choice. 
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-009) 
[51] Yes I mean you got to take the word for it lah because I happened to love tuna  
so I take their word for it.             (ICE-SIN-S1A-012) 
 
[52] I think probably one week lah and then another week to write and then the  
third week to amend lah. It's not that not impossible lah.      
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-099) 
[53] She's from our year you know. But I think she has some uh teaching  
experience before that lah then she went to NUS to study.  
                  (ICE-SIN-S1A-092) 
 
To illustrate how lah is interpreted with the discourse connectives, let us take [49] for 
example. In [49], the speaker wants to give the reason why she did not want to attend 
a job interview and uses so after the particle to do so. It appears that lah enables the 
speaker to carry the line of talk. As mentioned previously, when a speaker uses lah in 
an utterance, she may be explicitly signalling to the hearer to access and 
accommodate an assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment. Apparently, 
what follows will be the hearer’s indication whether he has accessed the assumption 
in the speaker’s mind. However, if the speaker has a change of mind and wants to 
carry on the line of talk, she may make use of expressions such as but, so, and 
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because to do so. Putting it in another way, it is as if the speaker has an after-thought 
(after the utterance ending in lah) and by attaching a connective to it, she is able to 
carry on the talk (something like an add-on, Biber et al 1999). It appears that lah in 
this position functions as a springboard for further talk. Thus, the above indicates that 
it is compatible with the proposed unified meaning of lah. 
 
In looking at the cases of lah co-occurring with discourse markers, I have left out 
those that involve lah with expressions such as you know and I mean. I will now deal 
with these. Consider the following examples [54-57]. 
 
[54] I mean two years from now I'm going to feel the same way lah you know. 
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-012) 
         
[55] Already he can do freelance lah you know because he doesn't want to  
            jeopardise his future. Who knows? Your company close down or what huh? 
                         (ICE-SIN-S1A-012) 
 
[56] Just wear it lah I mean how often do you get to wear it. Have you worn it  
before ?               (ICE-SIN-S1A-066) 
 
[57] Ya. He's quite fun lah I mean he will do that for the sake of friendship or for  
            the sake of you know who.             (ICE-SIN-S1A-097) 
 
The function of expressions such as you know and I mean is to engage the listener’s 
attention (Ni and Ler 2001:172). Jucker and Smith (1998:195) argue that the 
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expression you know invites the addressee to make the right inference. Speakers use 
you know to draw the hearer’s attention to a piece of information and in doing so, 
attempts to get the hearer to make the appropriate inference. In my account, I suggest 
that lah instructs the hearer to access and accommodate a contextual assumption in 
the speaker’s cognitive environment. It appears then that lah combined with you know 
reinforces the instruction to the hearer to make a certain (relevant) assumption or 
inference and perhaps, perform the desired action. To illustrate this, let us consider 
[55] mentioned previously and repeated here for convenience. 
 
[55] A: So he's looking for other things lah so they said. Uhm, we prefer internal     
     transfers but we need someone who can jump in right away and he doesn't  
     have marketing experience. But he will gain marketing experience soon  
     and then they can employ him.  Already he can do freelance lah you know    
     because he doesn't want to jeopardise his future. Who knows? Your   
     company close down or what huh? 
      B:  Ya don't know.                
         (ICE-SIN-S1A-012) 
 
Two girl friends discuss that after two years working in a company, like a mutual 
friend (the third person he in the dialogue), they may look for a change in the work 
that they are doing at the present moment (in a different department perhaps). A feels 
that after two years working in the same department in a company, she will feel the 
same way as their mutual friend, that is, she will be bored and will look for a change. 
What is the effect of adding lah to the utterance? Applying the suggested unified 
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meaning of lah, the particle encourages the hearer to recognise (for example) the 
following contextual assumption [58]: 
 
[58] A wants B to know that she does not have to spell out the fact that she, like  
their mutual friend, will be bored after two years doing the same job. 
 
You know after the particle highlights the proposition that the speaker (A) will feel the 
same way as the hearer (B). Thus, the combination of lah and you know seems to 
reinforce the signpost to the hearer to draw the relevant inference. 
 
The basic meaning of I mean may be to indicate upcoming adjustments (Schiffrin 
1987:304). The combination of lah and I mean, that is, signalling to access and 
accommodate a certain assumption in the speaker’s cognitive environment plus a 
warning on upcoming adjustments, seems to have the effect of stopping the hearer 
short to reconsider what the speaker is really saying.  
 
[56] A: No I think most of the family members are gonna dress up well.  
     My mum is certainly gonna dress quite a lot so. 
     Just wear it lah I mean how often do you get to wear it. Have you worn it  
     before? 
B:  I've never worn it before.             (ICE-SIN-S1A-066) 
 
In [56], reproduced here for ease of reference, the hearer is encouraged not only to 
wear the hat but also to recognise (for example) the assumption that it is a very good 
idea to wear the hat (following the proposed encoded meaning of lah). Following 
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Schiffrin, the speaker uses I mean to forewarn an adjustment to why she thinks the 
hearer should wear the hat. As shown in A’s Have you worn it before? the reason is 
that the hearer probably has no opportunity to wear the hat before. Thus, it appears 
that the proposed unified meaning of lah can help to explain how the utterance is 
interpreted in discourse.   
 
In the next subsection, I shall comment on the co-occurrences of frequent expressions 
to the left of lah (Table 6.4). From the category of conversations (where 
understandably, discourse particles are most frequently occurring), there are many 
instances where lah occurs in clause-final positions (see Section 6.3). This can be 
seen in a short dialogue between two friends who discuss the advantages of having 
twins [59]. 
[59] 
A: You've got to make sure that they study and study. 
B: Ya then later you worry about their girlfriend/boyfriend. 
A: Ya. 
B: Then after that their work. 
A:Ya lah. 
B: Throughout your life you're worrying. Even when they settle down. 
     I think you're forever worry worry. 
A: Ya I mean I think when they have kids and then when their kids get ill ah   
B: Ya then you worry about the kids.   
A: About the child. I suppose that's part of life lah.  
B: Ya. But I suppose if he can take it deeply then it's okay. 
A: No lah.  I don't think you think so far ahead one lah.  
B: Then one at a time and that's enough lah.  
A: Ya. But you never thought that you have twins lah. 
     You didn't know lah or you knew?   
B: At six weeks I knew.   
A: Oh you were more or less prepared lah.  
B: Ya. 
A: Ya. But if if not prepared it'll be a real shock ah.  
B: Ya. I mean all along I thought it'll be nice to have twins lah.  
A: It doesn't run in the family? 
B: Ya. I remember I told him to record everything if possible. 
     Then it turned out it's true. 
A: Ya I suppose in a way it's quite nice lah you know to bring them up in one shot  
B: Ya because then they will study together, same level. 
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     I mean initially I think the expenses will be more because we've to buy books and  
     everything but later on I think it’s all right.  
               (ICE-SIN-S1A-048) 
         
    
I would like to point out that the top five common co-occurrences are Ya lah, No lah, 
Okay lah, don’t know lah and like that lah, as shown in Table 6.4. 
 
 Lah co-occurrences Frequency Percentage/% 
1 ya  lah 136 35.1 
2 no lah 114 29.5 
3 okay lah 86 22.2 
4 don’t know lah 30 7.8 
5 like that lah 21 5.4 
 Total 387 100.0 
 
                    Table 6.4  Common o-occurrences of expressions to the left of lah 
 
 
It appears that the three most common ones are what are termed reaction signals 
(Quirk et al 1985) or response forms (Biber et al 1999), for example, ya, no and okay. 
The total number of response forms such as ya (or yah), no and okay (or ok), 
occurring regularly with lah is 336 or 86.8%. This is a very high frequency. It appears 
that Singaporeans’ fondness for attaching lah to response forms may be a way of 
asserting their responses [59]. Additionally, the response forms with lah appear to 
work as some kind of semi-fixed expressions, almost formulaic expressions.  
 
We will now apply the proposed unified meaning of lah to reaction signals with lah. 
As mentioned previously, the particle lah may be used explicitly to indicate to the 
hearer to access and accommodate an assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment. Depending on the context, the assumption may be different each time. 
In [59], Ya lah, the speaker indicates that she is in agreement with the hearer that as 
parents (A and B), they will always be concerned for their children. Applying the 
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unified meaning of lah to the utterance, the hearer (B) is instructed to access a further 
assumption, something like ‘there are many things to be concerned about regarding 
the children and it may be good to talk about them’. B does so by continuing in the 
same line of conversation. 
 
To further illustrate how lah with response signals work, consider another example 
[60], where A and B are talking about their men friends and what their behaviour 
should be when their men friends are not around.  
 
[60] A:  Uhm Okay lah. Let's not talk about men they're such boring subjects. 
B:  Ya but you kind of live with them you can't live without them. 
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-047) 
 
In [60], the speaker uses lah to indicate to the hearer to access an assumption in her 
cognitive environment (i.e. she wants to stop talking about men). Furthermore, she 
wants the hearer to accommodate this assumption (i.e. have the same view as the 
speaker to stop talking about men). In fact, A reinforces this by her next utterance. B 
responded positively (Ya) but went on to say something more about men. The speaker 
in using lah may appeal to the hearer to accommodate her assumption but the hearer 
may not do so, as shown in this case. Once again, it appears that the proposed unified 






6.7 Ill-formed lah-constructions 
 
In this section, I provide some suggestions on the distributional restrictions of lah. 
Consider [34a-b] and [35] reproduced here for convenience: 
 
[34] a.  *Is Daniel going home lah? 
b.  *Does he have a dog lah? 
 
[35] *Raymond’s asleep lah? 
 
Examples [34a-b] and [35] show some restrictions on lah. They illustrate the 
unacceptability of using lah in polar interrogatives [34a-b], declarative functioning as 
a question [35]. In the following subsection, I attempt to explain why this is so. 
 
In the relevance theoretic framework, interrogatives can be built around the notion of 
an interpretive use (Sperber and Wilson 1995:252). And as mentioned in Chapter 2, 
the hypothesis is that a hearer of an interrogative utterance recovers its logical form 
and incorporates it into a description of the form The speaker is asking Wh-P, where 
Wh-P is an indirect question. In the case of yes-no questions, the speaker is asking 
Wh-P, where Wh-P is the yes-no question and P is the propositional form of the 
utterance. On this account, yes-no questions have a logical form and a fully 
propositional form, but the propositional form of the utterance is not an explicature. 
To illustrate, consider [61]. 
 
[61] Is Daniel going home? 
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The logical form of [61] has the structure [62] 
 
[62]   
 
something is the case 
 
  
 someone    did something 
 
  
 Daniel    is going  somewhere  
 
 
           home 
 
 
In [62], a hearer who has made the syntactic hypothesis that the expression Daniel is 
going will be followed by a Noun Phrase, can by semantically interpreting this logical 
hypothesis, infer that Daniel is going somewhere.  
 
The propositional form of [62] is [63] 
 
[63] Daniel is going home. 
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If [61] is a genuine question, then the speaker’s intention is not to communicate that 
Daniel is going home, but to find out whether he is. The propositional form [49] has 
to be incorporated into an assumption schema such as [64] to yield [65], the 
explicature of [63]. 
 
[64] The speaker is asking whether it is true that -----. 
 
[65] The speaker is asking whether it is true that Daniel is going home. 
 
Similarly, the propositional form of the declarative functioning as a question in [35] is 
[66]: 
 
[66]: Raymond’s asleep. 
 
Once again, the propositional form [66] has to be incorporated into an assumption 
schema to yield [67], the explicature of [35]. 
  
[67] The speaker is asking whether it is true that Raymond is asleep. 
 
We can see the similarities of the form [34a] Is Daniel going home lah? and [35] 
Raymond’s asleep lah? It appears that if the relevance of the utterance is a bald 
request for information with no other assumption to be accessed or if it is a rhetorical 
question, then lah is not attached to it. Why is this so? The relevance of [34a] is the 
answer to the question, that is, whether it is true that Daniel is going home or not. 
Interpretation of an utterance is guided by the linguistic form and the context. In this 
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case, the hearer is guided by the polar interrogative or declarative functioning as a 
question (linguistic form) where the first assumption accessible to the hearer would be 
the answer to the question. However, if the speaker’s intention is to communicate 
another assumption (not the answer to the question but a request or plea), she may 
perhaps use a particle such as lah to do so. Recall that it is in the speaker’s interest to 
make her utterance as optimally relevant as she can. In other words, the speaker can 
only be expected to guarantee110 the relevance of her own utterance. She cannot be 
expected to guarantee the optimal relevance of another speaker’s utterance. As such, 
there may be situations where the speaker feels that her utterance will be recognised 
as being optimally relevant (greatest cognitive effects, least effort) only if certain 
assumptions which are not manifest to the hearer be made manifest explicitly. These 
assumptions may be about the speaker’s interests or the speaker’s perception of what 
the hearer is able (or not able) to access. Since it is in the speaker’s interest that the 
hearer invest effort in the derivation of cognitive effects, it will be in her interest in 
such situations for her to provide a linguistically encoded signal (such as lah) to 
encourage the derivation of the cognitive effects. 
 
The current account of the particle lah can also explain restrictions in connection with 
contexts in which the intended meaning is a simple agreement. To illustrate, consider 
part of [59] reproduced here for convenience. 
 
[59] A: You've got to make sure that they study and study. 
B: Ya then later you worry about their girlfriend/boyfriend. 
A: Ya.         
                                                 




[59’] B: Then after that their work. 
A: Ya lah.           
B: Throughout your life you're worrying. Even when they settle down. 
      
                (ICE-SIN-S1A-048) 
 
In [59], A says that as parents, they have to make sure that their children study. B 
agrees and continues by saying that they would then have to worry about their 
children’s girlfriend or boyfriend. B’s response to A’s statement that parents will have 
to make sure that their children study is a simple agreement (Ya). A lah attached to Ya 
here would mean that B is instructing A to recognise an assumption that is in B’s 
cognitive environment and uses the particle to do so. In the context, A makes a 
statement and B agrees with her. There is no assumption or inference that A will want 
B to access, so lah is not used. Similarly, A agrees with B’s then later you worry 
about their girlfriend/boyfriend and lah is again not used as there is no further 
assumption that A would want B to access. However, the situation is different in the 
next pair of utterances in [59’]. B says that the parents will be concerned about their 
children’s careers (work).  
 
This time A responds with Ya lah. Let us see if there is an added assumption that A 
would like B to access and accommodate here. It seems that A is signalling that she 
would not mind talking more about the never-ending worries of parents concerning 
their children (assumption in A’s cognitive environment), so she attaches lah to her 
response to B; thus, explicitly indicating to B to access and accommodate this 
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assumption. Apparently, B accommodates A’s assumption by continuing the 




In this chapter, I have provided a detailed account of how the SCE particle lah is 
interpreted in discourse. I argue that lah is procedurally used as a signal to the hearer 
to access and accommodate a contextual assumption in the speaker’s cognitive 
environment. In other words, lah could be regarded as an indicator to the hearer to 
proceed with the inferential processes in the derivation of cognitive effects. This 
characterization of the particle is a rather general one and may seem vague. It is 
difficult to see how the hearer is expected to gain from the recovery of the explicature. 
However, there are circumstances where such a signal from the speaker would help 
her utterance yield a level of relevance consistent with the guarantee communicated 
by every act of ostensive inferential communication. Given such a signal, the hearer 
will try to access the certain assumption required for the interpretation to be consistent 
with this guarantee. The detailed analysis on lah also deals with how the different 
communicative effects (e.g. friendliness and obviousness) follow from the unified 








The main objective of this study has been to describe how particles in SCE are 
interpreted in discourse. I have dealt with how a particular group of people 
(Singaporeans) uses certain expressions when speaking with one another: meh, hor, 
lah, lor, ah, leh, what, and hah. The investigation began when I noticed the abundance 
of these expressions used in the ICE-SIN corpus, specifically in conversations. In this 
study, meh, hor, and lah have been treated in greater depth. A survey of the literature 
on discourse particles in SCE shows that these particles are multi-functional. 
However, as indicated in the studies on the particles (e.g. meh in Chapter 4), I pointed 
out that these functions can be performed without being linguistically encoded. When 
these functions are performed by linguistically encoded expressions such as particles, 
there is a substantial amount of pragmatic interpretation that is required. Thus, I 
focused on the phenomena that can be described as ‘pragmatic’, in that the meanings 
associated with the forms investigated depend crucially on the context in which the 
expression is used and are generally external to the propositional meaning of the 
utterances that contain them.  
 
The approach taken in the study of the particles in SCE is thus from a considerably 
wide perspective, looking at both semantic and pragmatic questions and attempting a 
unified approach. Attempting to describe what these discourse particles mean 
(encoded meaning) led me towards taking notice where these expressions were used, 
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and where they were not used. In other words, I find it instructive to pay attention to 
their distribution in discourse. The main questions this study attempts to answer are 
the following: 1) How are the various uses of a discourse particle such as lah related 
to each other? In other words, can we have a unified account of the particles?  2) 
What kinds of meaning, if any, do the particles encode and how are they realised in 
the various contexts? 3) Are there situations where the particles do not occur? Why? 
In attempting to develop answers to these questions and preserving the insights of 
earlier researches while avoiding their deficiencies, I used the recently developed 
pragmatic framework of relevance theory. The intention is not to provide a full 
description of all the discourse particles in SCE. Rather, I have provided an in-depth 
analysis of a few discourse particles in an attempt to comprehend the nature of these 
particles and how they are interpreted in discourse.  
 
The investigation of discourse particles is based on the theoretical assumptions about 
the role of inference in utterance understanding. The account is based on the fact that 
encoded meaning provides an input to inferential processes. It recognises the fact that 
there are expressions that are linked to the cognitive effects of strengthening, 
abandoning, and contextual implication. Secondly, the account is also based on the 
fact that it is possible to encode information either about the conceptual representation 
that undergoes inferential processes or about the processes themselves (procedural 
meaning). 
 
In this study, I draw on the model of communication formulated by Sperber and 
Wilson (1995) which postulates that speakers need to consider the cognitive 
environment of their hearers when they phrase their utterances. This is because 
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speakers need to imply that what they are saying is relevant to the hearer. 
Additionally, this provides the speaker with the maximum chance that the hearer will 
access the specific contextual assumptions that the speaker has intended. If Sperber 
and Wilson are correct, then the above postulates would predict that there is great 
opportunity for communicative success in conversations among indigenous speakers 
in a particular community in that if one is addressing one or more communicators, it is 
more likely that a hearer will be able to access the contextual assumptions that the 
speaker intended. The success rate for an intended meaning of the utterance will be 
greater given the explicit stimuli (the discourse particles) provided by the speaker. In 
other words, when a speaker managed to imply to a speech partner that her utterance 
is relevant, the chance that the contextual assumptions that the hearer accesses will be 
those that will generate the interpretation intended by the speaker is greater. 
 
7.2 Findings and contributions 
 
Apparently little research in Singapore discourse particles (to my knowledge) has 
analysed authentic data in a pragmatic framework that emphasises the recovery of the 
proposition explicitly expressed by the utterance. The treatment of discourse particles 
which utilises corpus material presented in the framework of relevance theory, has 
resulted in a more explanatory and unified account of the data and provides new ways 
of exploring the discoursal nature of a discourse particle and its interpretation. What I 
am particularly interested in is: given what relevance theory suggests, what can this 
tell us about SCE, and what, specifically, can it tell us about the way the discourse 
particles are interpreted by communicators? I have attempted to show how the 
functions of discourse particles can be re-analysed in relevance theoretic terms. 
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Research in SCE particles has been dominated by a classification of the different 
functions of these discourse particles. This concern with functions has yielded 
accounts which are made at a descriptive level: the objective is to describe the various 
functions these linguistic items have either in examples of acceptable uses (e.g. 
Kwan-Terry 1978, Platt 1987) or in naturally occurring discourse (e.g. Gupta 1992, 
Wong 2001, Ler 2001). In these accounts, the evidence for a particle having the 
various functions is always positive.  It appears that there is not a single example of 
an unacceptable use of a discourse particle. However, as is well known, often in 
linguistics, we can learn more about the meanings of these linguistic items from the 
fact that they cannot occur in a particular context than the fact that they can occur in 
another. In the current study, besides providing a unified account of the particles 
(meh, hor, and lah), I have also attempted to explain the unacceptability of certain 
particle-constructions. 
 
7.2.1 Encoded meaning of the particles: unified account 
 
This study has revealed how a unified account of a discourse particle provides a more 
explanatory account of the meaning of a discourse particle and how it is interpreted in 
discourse. Instead of stating the meaning of the particles by listing their functions, I 
have provided a unified account.  
 
Chapter 4 is a detailed account of the meh particle. Meh does not occur as frequently 
as other discourse particles in SCE such as lah and not much research has been done 
on it. Meh is a discourse particle which expresses that a recently manifest assumption 
in the external environment challenges a previous assumption in the speaker’s 
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cognitive environment. The encoded (unified) meaning is realised as the various 
functions in the different contexts. As mentioned before, in At home cannot sleep with 
aircon meh?, meh signals that the speaker’s previous assumption (for instance, It is all 
right for the mother to sleep with the air-conditioner on at home during confinement) 
is challenged by one in the external environment, something like Some people say that 
it is not good to sleep with the air-conditioner on during confinement. The result is an 
incongruity expressed by the utterance. In conversations, communicators ordinarily 
assume that their contributions will be seen as consistent with each other in terms of 
the propositional attitudes as well as content conveyed and that deviations from these 
expectations will be marked (Pomerantz 1984). Thus, the incongruity will have to be 
resolved, and therein lies the relevance of the meh-appended utterance. The analysis 
presented in Chapter 4 accounts for the full range of occurrences of meh. 
 
The analysis of meh given in Chapter 4 also includes the cases where meh cannot 
occur in certain contexts. The study has shown that meh cannot occur with wh-
interrogatives and exclamatives and relevance theory has proved to be an adequate 
framework in capturing the ill-formed constructions of meh. For instance, *What a big 
boat meh! mentioned in Chapter 4 is unacceptable. 
 
[1] What a big boat! 
 
In the relevance theoretic framework, the speaker of an exclamative such as [1] 
guarantees the truth of some relevant completion of the logical form she has 
articulated. In other words, the speaker is not only saying the boat is big but also that 
it is bigger than what the hearer would have expected. Thus, it is contradictory if a 
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particle indicating something like ‘I doubt it is a big boat’ is attached to it. It is 
improbable to have the speaker guaranteeing the truth of some relevant completion of 
the incomplete thought represented by [1] and the speaker signalling that a previous 
assumption has been challenged by a recent one. Hence, it is unacceptable for meh to 
occur with an exclamative. 
 
Another point to note with meh, is that, due to cognitive constraints, it is possible that 
pragmatic, fast-paced Singaporeans have a general preference for linguistic items 
which are simpler in form but which express their attitudes towards the proposition. 
Production cost is much reduced by the selection of a discourse particle meh (hence, 
my use of the term ‘reducer of effort’). 
 
Next, the hor particle is analysed in detail in Chapter 5 in terms of the syntactic 
position and the discourse-pragmatic functions. The speaker uses hor to direct 
attention to the information presentated and she expects the hearer to give a positive 
response to it. In other words, the speaker is saying, I am proposing this, take note and 
give a (positive) response. In The VCD you gave me hor, is spoilt, it appears that the 
speaker wants to draw attention to a (particular) VCD and elicits a (positive) response 
from the hearer. There is a distinction about how different representations are 
cognitively processed. New assumptions are processed in a spontaneous way, by 
being combined with a stock of existing assumptions and undergoing inference 
processes. The new assumption expressed by the utterance is The VCD is spoilt. I like 
to suggest that the speaker feels that the identification of the referent (the VCD) is 
crucial.  She wants to verify that the hearer can identify the referent before she goes 
on processing the rest of the utterance.  
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As mentioned before, unlike the other particles (such as meh and lah), hor can be 
syntactically independent. Thus, in [2] reproduced here for convenience, when B 
makes an assertion (He now takes the MRT up to the Yio Chu Kang Station), A does 
not respond verbally. B then uses the particle hor to elicit a response and in doing so, 
appears to repair the conversation. 
 
[2] B: Ya so now I take the MRT up to Yio Chu Kang. 
A: (Pause, no response) 
B: Hor? 
A: Yes, that is why … 
B: That is why nowadays I never see you at the bus-stop.  
                 (ICE-SIN-S1A-035) 
 
It was concluded in chapter 5 that while meh is speaker-oriented (see Chapter 4) hor 
is hearer-directed. For hor, the speaker directs the hearer to respond positively to the 
proposition made. The distinction (of a particle being speaker-oriented or hearer-
directed) enables us to capture why it is unacceptable for hor to co-occur with certain 
constructions, such as interrogatives like *Is Daniel going him hor? This is because 
hor requires a context where there is information presented to be verified (by virtue of 
the proposed unified meaning). The account also shows that the communicative 
effects ascribed to hor in the literature (e.g. to solicit agreement, to reduce harshness 
of an utterance) follow from the unified meaning of hor as a discourse particle that 
signals to the hearer to focus on the information presented and give a positive 
response to the proposition. For example, hor appearing to work as a repair device in 
[2] can be explained in the light of ‘expecting a positive response’. When the hearer is 
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not responding to B’s utterance, B is seen to be re-initiating the conversation by using 
hor.  The function of hor (i.e. repair) in this context follows from the unified meaning 
(directing attention to information presented and expecting a positive response).   
 
The analysis of the most frequently occurring discourse particle in SCE, lah, is given 
in Chapter 6. The ubiquitous lah particle is used when the speaker intends the hearer 
to draw on certain assumptions behind the utterance. The speaker uses lah to signal to 
the hearer to access and accommodate a contextual assumption in the speaker’s 
cognitive environment. This is shown in [3], where the (male) teacher (A) is annoyed 
to see one of his students (B) eating during his lessons. 
 
[3] A:  You shouldn’t be eating in class. 
 B:  Sorry lah. 
 A:  No, you are not. 
 
In [3], B’s intention in the utterance is not only to let B know that she is supposedly 
apologetic for eating in class but also to signal to A to access an assumption in her 
cognitive environment, something like ‘B wants A to know that she is not happy 
being told off’. It is possible for the hearer to interpret the proposition and gather that 
B is not happy being told off when the particle lah is not present. But what lah does is 
to provide the hearer with a cue to look for a certain (added) assumption that the 
speaker desires the hearer to recognise as relevant and to accommodate it. 
 
The various functions of lah as described by previous researchers such as 
obviousness, friendliness, emphasis, solidarity, impatience, hostility and persuasion, 
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can be subsumed under my description of the particle. For example, in the following 
example, mentioned in Chapter 6 and repeated here as [4], the speaker wants the 
hearer to access and accommodate the assumption (something like ‘We are friends’). 
The speaker explicitly brings to the hearer’s mind some shared aims or values. This 
appears to give the effect of solidarity. As shown, the solidarity effect is not lah but 
follows from the unified meaning of lah. 
 
[4] Don’t be shy lah.   
 
Next, the account suggests reasons why it is unlikely for lah to occur in certain 
syntactic constructions, for example polar interrogatives as shown in *Is Daniel going 
home lah? Lah is also seen to be non-truth-conditional. Because of the high frequency 
of the lah particle in SCE, the current study also shows how lah co-occurs with what 
are normally termed other discourse markers (e.g. but, so, you know and I mean). 
Thus, the account is backed up by a brief statistical survey of the co-occurrences of 
lah with these discourse markers. Furthermore, it is noted that lah does not co-occur 
with other SCE particles, for example, meh or hor. It is especially the discourse 
connectives that tend to occur with lah. The corpus data (indicating frequent co-
occurrences of lah with certain expressions but not others) further reinforces that the 
proposed unified meaning may be the right one. 
 
7.2.2  Discourse particles in SCE 
 
The SCE particles function in a multifarious linguistic arena. At the beginning, when 
particles were first discussed, researchers classified them as code markers (e.g. 
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Richards and Tay 1977, Platt & Weber 1980). Others focused on the functions (e.g. 
Kwan-Terry 1978, Bell & Ser 1983, Smith 1985). More recently, researchers looked 
at the invariant meaning of the particles (Wong 2000, 2004; Besemeres and 
Wierzbicka 2003). This study is an initial attempt to provide a unified account of the 
particles; looking at both the unified (encoded) meaning and how this is realised as 
the various functions or uses in the different contexts. Additionally, ill-formed particle 
constructions are discussed. 
 
According to the findings of the current study, discourse particles in SCE are found to 
have the following properties:   
- Multifunctional 
- Monosyllabic 
- Predominantly in clause-final positions 
- Predominantly a feature of spoken rather than written discourse 
- Occur outside the syntactic structure 
- Non-truth-conditional 
- Encode procedural meaning 
- Do not co-occur with other SCE particles 
 
The study has also revealed the unacceptability of certain constructions involving the 
particles. The incompatibility between the particles (meh, hor, lah) and certain 
syntactic constructions is explained in both linguistic and pragmatic terms. The 











meh b × × × × 
hor b b b × × 
lah b b b × b 
 
Table 7.1   Syntactic distribution of discourse particles in SCE 
 
What the current application of relevance theory offers is just one limited indication 
of its usefulness to studies of language use. What I hope to have shown is that a 
logical consequence of Sperber and Wilson’s theory is that it is not possible for a 
researcher to state categorically what any utterance means by pointing to the language 
of that utterance alone. Inference and enriching the context are important pragmatic 
processes needed to interpret any utterance. This study also shows that relevance 
theory offers tools that can provide a unitary account for the discourse particles. The 
descriptive vocabulary and explanatory framework offered by relevance theory enable 
a researcher to put together a case in support of his or her own interpretation of a 
piece of naturally occurring language use and also provides a framework for exploring 
other people’s understanding of linguistic events. The descriptive vocabulary allows 
the researcher to state the unified meaning of the particle (see Table 7.2). 
Additionally, it demonstrates how speakers are able to manipulate linguistic resources 
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Table 7.2  A comparison of three SCE particles: meh, hor and lah. 
 
 
7.3 Suggestions for further research 
 
On the basis of detailed linguistic and pragmatic analysis of meh, hor, and lah, this 
study has sought to provide unified explanations for the complex behaviour of the 
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particles under investigation. This study of the complexity of the particles in SCE has 
been not only worthwhile, but also fascinating. As shown in this study, the use of 
discourse particles is one of the ways in which speakers attempt to predict and 
manipulate linguistic responses. Apparently, the discourse particles allow 
conversational partners to join together to create pragmatically rich conversations 
(Gupta, forthcoming).  
 
SCE is characterised by a set of discourse particles that allows for a systematic 
analysis through a relevance theoretic framework. This study does not contain the 
meanings of all discourse particles. However, a unified account is, I believe, of 
general usefulness and contributes to our understanding of the grammar of SCE, in 
particular, the meaning of discourse particles in SCE. However, there is more to be 
learnt about the discourse particles of Singapore, as in particular, questions such as 
the following need to be answered: 
 
a) What other discourse particles are there, in addition to those that have been 
studied? For instance, Wee (2002) has identified a new particle know which 
joins the category of discourse particle. 
 
b) What is the sociolinguistic variation of the use of the SCE particles? Are the 
particles restricted to ‘ethnically Chinese basilectal’ (Platt 1987:395)? 
Additionally, are certain particles linked to particular class? Certain particles 
may be linked with certain groups, for example like has been identified as part 
of the culture of youths (Anderson 2000). We need more analysis of natural 
data to establish the link between particle use and sociolinguistics variation. 
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Needless to say, the numerous different discourse particles, including all the 
unexamined particles (lor, hah, what, hah, ah and leh) await further and more detailed 
investigation using the relevance theoretic framework. The current study of some of 
the SCE particles is therefore only a beginning in obtaining the meaning of the 
particles. It is hoped that future researchers may benefit from this study and make 
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The design of an ICE corpus 
 
 
 spoken (300: S1A-001 - S2B-050) 
♦ dialogues (180: S1A-001 - S1B-080)  
• private (100: S1A-001 - S1A-100) 
 face-to-face conversations (90: S1A-001 - S1A-090) 
 telephone conversations (10: S1A-091 - S1A- 100) 
• public (80: S1B-001 - S1B-080) 
 class lessons (20: S1B-001 - S1B- 020) 
 broadcast discussions (20: S1B-021 - S1B- 040) 
 broadcast interviews (10: S1B-041 - S1B- 050) 
 parliamentary debates (10: S1B-051 - S1B- 060) 
 legal cross-examinations (10: S1B-061 - S1B- 070) 
 business transactions (10: S1B-071 - S1B- 080) 
♦ monologues (120: S2a-001 - S2B- 050) 
• unscripted (70: S2A-001 - S2A- 070) 
 spontaneous commentaries (20: S2A-001 - S2A- 020) 
 unscripted speeches: lectures (30: S2A-021 - S2A- 050) 
 demonstrations (10: S2A-051 - S2A- 060) 
 legal presentations (10: S2A-061 - S2A- 070) 
• scripted (50: S2B-001 - S2B- 050) 
 broadcast news (20: S2B-001 - S2B- 020) 
 broadcast talks (20: S2B-021 - S2B- 040) 
 speeches (not broadcast) (10: S2B-041 - S2B- 050) 
 
 written (200: W1A-001 - W2F-020) 
♦ non-printed (50: W1A-001 - W1B-030) 
• non-professional writing (20: W1A-001 - W1A-020) 
 student untimed essays (10: W1A-001 - W1A-010) 
 student examination essays (10: W1A-001 - W1A-020) 
• correspondence (30: W1B-001 - W1B-030) 
 social letters (15: W1B-001 - W1B-015) 
 business letters (15: W1B-016 - W1B-030) 
♦ printed (150: W2A-001 - W2F-020) 
• informational (100: W2A-001 - W2C-020) 
 learned (40: W2A-001 - W2A-040) 
- humanities (10: W2A-001 - W2A-010) 
- social sciences (10: W2A-011 - W2A-020) 
- natural sciences (10: W2A-021 - W2A-030) 
- technology (10: W2A-031 - W2A-040) 
 popular (40: W2B-001 - W2B-040) 
- humanities (10: W2B-001 - W2B-010) 
- social sciences (10: W2B-011 - W2B-020) 
- natural sciences (10: W2B-021 - W2B-030) 
- technology (10: W2B-031 - W2B-040) 
 reportage (20: W2C-001 - W2C-020) 
- press news reports 
• instructional (20: W2D-001 - W2D-020) 
 administrative / regulatory (10: W2D-001 - W2D-010) 
 skills / hobbies (10: W2D-011 - W2D-020) 
• persuasive (10: W2E-001 - W2E-010) 
 press editorials 
• creative (20: W2F-001 - W2F-020) 










Thank you for agreeing to participate in this survey. My name is Vivien Ler and I am 
interested in finding out how you and other language users perceive the use of 
discourse particles (e.g. lah, meh, hor etc.) in Singapore Colloquial English. 
 
This questionnaire comprises three sections and the entire exercise should take no 
more than 20 minutes to complete. I thank you again for your help. 
 
1  Gender Male   □ Female   □ 
2  Age range 16-20 yrs  □    20-30 yrs  □       30-35 yrs □   >35 yrs  □ 
3  Are you a Singaporean?  Yes □   No □ 






A set of 12 utterances is given. After each utterance, please indicate whether it is 
acceptable to you or not, assuming that there are no other contextual factors involved. 
 
        Acceptable Odd 
1.  He’s asleep meh?              □ □ 
2.  Is Daniel going home lah?             □ □ 
3.  Where are you meh?             □ □ 
4.  The VCD is spoilt hor.             □ □ 
5.  Does he have a dog lah?             □ □ 
6.  Where are you going hor!              □  □ 
7.  What a big boat meh!  (an exclamation)           □ □ 
8.  Darren, who is Sally’s husband hor, can cook very well.         □ □ 
 352
9.  Raymond’s asleep lah? (a question)           □ □ 
10. Eat your food lah.              □ □ 
11. What a big car hor? (an exclamation)           □ □ 






You are given the following set of sentences. You are to report what is said by the 
speaker to someone else. Write the reported sentence below it. 
 
E.g. Ryan says, “I’m going to watch football on TV tomorrow.” 
        Ryan said that he was going to watch football on TV the next day. 
 
 
1.  Susan: Let’s go line dancing at Marine Parade Promenade hor? 
     __________________________________________________________________ 
2.  Daniel: Come with us lah.  
     __________________________________________________________________ 
3.  Alan: Michael Jackson fainted meh? 
     __________________________________________________________________ 
4.  Patrick says, ‘Pauline is not married lah’.                  
     __________________________________________________________________ 
5.  John says, “She’s so cute hor?” 
     __________________________________________________________________ 
6.  You mean at home cannot sleep with aircon meh?         













The following is a dialogue between two friends. What do the words in italics mean to you? 
 
 
A:  Make sure there's some food for the kids lah. 
B:  Why the adults no need to eat meh? 
A:  Adults you got to cater. The kids get hungry easily. 
B:  So what are you going to cook? 
A:  Either chicken wing, bee hoon or fried rice lor 
B:  Bee hoon. You cook bee hoon hor? 
A:  Okay lah, fried bee hoon. 
B:  But today got some rice left leh. 
A:  Got meh? 
B:  Ya. Very easy to fry. Just pan and sausage give me the egg with the rice. 
 
















Results Of Survey  
 
 
Total number of respondents: 25 (Male - 4,  Female - 21) 
 






Acceptable Odd Utterance No. % No. % 
1.  He’s asleep meh? 24 96 1 4 
2.  Is Daniel going home lah? 0 0 25 100 
3.  Where are you meh? 0 0 25 100 
4.  The VCD is spoilt hor. 18 72 7 28 
5.  Does he have a dog lah? 4 16 21 84 
6.  Where are you going hor? 3 12 22 88 
7.  What a big boat meh! (an exclamation) 2 8 23 92 
8.  Darren, who is Sally’s husband hor, can cook very well.  21 84 4 16 
9.  Raymond’s asleep lah? (a question) 4 16 21 84 
10. Eat your food lah. 25 100 0 0 
11. What a big car hor! (an exclamation) 16 64 9 36 
12. Did you go home meh? 13 52 12 48 
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